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ABSTRACT  
The twenty first century has a myriad of issues that people are passionate about, 
from sports to social concerns such as Habitat for Humanity.  For example, consider 
when Apple introduces a new iPhone, people will sleep overnight outside the Apple store 
to be one of the first to obtain the new product.  The question that I pondered over the last 
ten years is why aren’t Christians clamoring with the same type of energy when talking 
about their relationship with God?  The pre-biblical Greek understanding of agape has 
become amplified in the manner in which Christians live out their faith.  The 
profoundness of agape redefined by Jesus of Nazareth, exhibits a form of love that no 
one has seen before and since his physical presence.  For two millennia, Christianity has 
struggled to live out the pragmatic and practical nature of agape.  Jesus’ example of love 
cannot be accommodated realistically.  The challenge of this text will be to ask the reader 
to re-imagine eros, a word that has been ‘nixed’ by the writers of the New Testament, the 
early Christian Fathers, and a majority of Christian theologians for the past 2000 years. 
The challenge will be for the reader to re-imagine the 2000 year sexual, 
possessiveness form of love ascribed to eros and see the potential for this form of love to 
become our response to the divine agape exhibited by Jesus the Christ. Eros provides a 
means by which we can respond with a passion for God that can impact those in and 
outside Christianity.  Re-imaging eros can provide a framework by which we can modify 
the metaphor for having a relationship with God to instilling a concept of a vital 
pragmatic relationship, leading us to move beyond loving God to possibly falling in love 
with God.  
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Preface 
This journey began as a gift from God on November 22-23, 2010. It was during 
that 20-hour period of time that I was given a second chance at life. In September of 
2010, I discovered that my aortic valve was failing and would have to be replaced. In the 
months that ensued, the pain level in my chest was a ten. After meeting with three 
cardiologists and one surgeon, all of whom never shared the magnitude of the seriousness 
of what was about to consume my life, on November 1, I had an appointment with 
surgeon Dr. Stoneburner. As he began to go over my recent tests, he went into hyper 
mode and immediately took us into the outer office, called the hospital, and ordered three 
major tests to be done, stat. He then looked at me and said, “Pastor, you can do nothing, 
no work, no exercise, no walking, nothing, do you understand me?” Shocked, I said, 
“Yes.” 
Within a few days, I was at the hospital taking tests and lying around the house 
waiting for the results and a date for open heart surgery to replace the valve. In the 
meantime the pain was so severe, I called Dr. Stoneburner’s office to see if I could take 
Viccadin for the pain. His nurse replied, “Yes, you can take Viccadin for an aneurism.”  
 We finally were able to schedule the surgery for Tuesday, November 22 at 7:00 
a.m. The surgery would take 9 hours without complications and they would have to drop 
my body temperature to 58 degrees and cut 98% of the blood flow to my brain in order to 
repair the aorta and replace the aortic valve. Going into the surgery, there was a 60% 
chance of survival. In preparation for the surgery, the night before, November 21st, I had 
to come to terms that I may never come home again. In the mist of my realization, I 
began to bawl like a baby and my wife and son ran into the bedroom. The thought of 
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leaving my wife and family behind, overwhelmed me to tears. We all cried together and 
then I said we need to address the elephant in the room that I may very well die the next 
day. Upon saying that, we gave it to our Lord and placed the surgery and team in his 
hands. 
 It was an ominous rainy November 22 morning, as we arrived at the hospital to 
sign in at 5:00 a.m. The gentleman working the desk had Dr. Stoneburner replace his 
valve five years earlier. His sharing provided hope to my wife as she had to reassure 
herself to have confidence in Dr. Stoneburner. Having put all my concerns in the hands of 
Jesus, I was as ready as I could be. As I began to disrobe, the movie ‘Dead Man Walking’ 
filled my thoughts. I took off my prized possession, my wedding band, realizing I may 
die on the table. That moment would become a reality over the next 20 hours.  
 The surgery lasted from 7:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. Following the surgery, my skin 
color was battleship gray and my blood pressure was extremely low. Dr. Stoneburner was 
not concerned and expected it to elevate through the night. Given this news, the attending 
nurse in I.C.U., advised my wife to go home and that I would need her the next day. At 
about 8:00 p.m., my wife called the hospital and discovered that I had crashed. She raced 
back to the hospital by herself and witnessed blood all over the floor and my body lifeless 
and limp on the bed, kept alive only by the respirator. Dr. Stoneburner came in shaking 
his head and said, “We have to go back in.” My wife asked, “Can he handle it after 9 
hours?” “If we don’t he has no chance!” said Dr. Stonburner. As they wheeled me back 
for a second open heart surgery, the chances of survival had dwindled to 1%. (The nurse 
practitioner from our church who had recommended the surgeon was standing next to 
Venice, knew I was lying dead in front of them; she was wondering how she was going to 
	  xi 
explain why I died to Venice.) Fear and terror ravaged my wife and family as they stood 
clinging to hope in the great healer for a miracle and proceeded to the ‘family area’ to 
pray incessantly until they heard from the doctor.  
After four more hours of surgery, the doctor emerged from surgery to speak with 
my exhausted and emotionally spent wife and family in the waiting room. He told her, “I 
think we found the problem, we found the pinhole leak in the aorta, were able to stabilize 
the blood pressure and remove the blood clot behind the heart. The next 48 hours will be 
critical if he is going to pull through. You can go see him now.” 
 This experience set me on a journey to share with people what it means to have a 
love for God that is filled with such passion for the gift he has given us in Jesus and the 
gift of life he has bestowed on us. This event helped me to comprehend that I did not just 
love God; I am madly in love with a God who loves me beyond measure. As you read the 
ensuing pages, may that conjure in you what it might mean to have a relationship with 
God where you can say, “God, I am in love with you!” 
Enjoy. 
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Glossary of Love Terms 
Words for Love in Pre-biblical Greek 
Eran  
This is the passionate love that desires the other for itself. In Plato, eros 
symbolizes fulfillment, in Plotinus, desire for union with the one. What is sought 
in eros is intoxication or ecstasy. Reflection is good, but ecstatic frenzy, while 
sometimes viewed with horror, is greater. Eros masters us and confers supreme 
bliss thereby. But eros can transcend the sensory world. In Plato, it issues in 
creative inspiration. In Aristotle it has (or is) a cosmic function as the force of 
attraction that maintains orderly movement.1 
 
Erao, eros 
Classical Greek, sexual love, but also spiritualized (e.g., in Plato, esp. 
Symposium, Phaedrus; Aristototle, Metaphysics, 1072.a. 27f.) of the upward 
striving and quest of the human soul toward the supra-sensual and divine. Both in 
its primary and metaphorical senses it always denotes a love that is called forth by 
the inherent worth of its object, and desires to possess and enjoy its object. It is 
essentially egocentristic, seeking its object for the sake of its own satisfaction and 
self-fulfillment and self-enhancement.2 
 
Philein  
This signifies solicitous love, e.g., of the gods, or of friends. It embraces all 
humanity and entails obligations. 3  
 
Agapan 
This term has neither the magic of eran nor the warmth of philein. It has first the 
weak sense “to be satisfied,” “to receive,” “to greet,” “to honor,” or, more 
inwardly, “to seek after.” It can carry an element of sympathy, but also denotes 
“to prefer,” especially with reference to the gods. Here is a love that makes 
distinctions, choosing its objects freely. Hence it is especially the love of a higher 
for a lower. Yet in the Greek writers, the word is colorless. It’s often used as a 
variation for eran or philein and commands no special discussion. The noun 
agape occurs very seldom. 4 
Agapazo 
Agapao 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament: Abridged in One 
Volume (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdsmans, 1985), 7. 
2 Alan Richardson, A Theological Word Book of the Bible (London: SCM Press, 1950), 133. 
3 Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament: Abridged in One 
Volume (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdsmans, 1985), 7. 
4 Ibid. 
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Etymology unknown, has neither the warmth of phileó nor the intensity of erao. 
A colorless word, often meaning merely ‘be content with,’ ‘like.’ Its sense is not 
at all sharply defined, so that it can serve as a synonym for both phileó and eran, 
when a synonym is required for the sake of euphony; but it does evidently refer to 
the will rather than to the emotion, and often conveys the idea of showing love by 
action. The substantive agape is almost entirely absent from pre-Biblical Greek.5 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Alan Richardson, A Theological Word Book of the Bible (London: SCM Press, 1950), 134. 
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Re-Imagining Eros: Dare to Fall In Love with God 
Introduction 
 I have been blessed to have a deep, passionate relationship with Jesus for the past 
50 years. I have considered myself to be one of God’s beloved, as the writer of the Song 
of Songs often refers to those whom God loves. Being God’s beloved necessitates one to 
respond to God as though they were in a loving relationship. If that is true, it begs the 
question, “What does it mean to love God as his beloved?” Scripture presents countless 
references to having a passionate relationship with God, and I wonder if the Christian 
church has glossed over what it means to have an intimate loving relationship with God. 
 
“Those Eyes!” 
I learned firsthand what it meant to be God’s beloved in the spring of 2011. It was 
a quiet and serene night on March 22, 2011. I was feeling relieved that I had completed 
four months of recovery from double open heart surgery and had been back to work since 
March 1. I slipped into bed, kissed my wife good night, and prepared for a well-earned 
night’s slumber.  
God had other plans that evening. I was awakened to discover my spiritual body 
in the arms of God and my physical body lying limp and lifeless next to my sleeping 
wife, Venice. Consciously aware that God was pulling me into His presence, my heart 
was full and entirely aware that this was a revelation. The trumpets had sounded, and I 
had entered the heavenly realms. Time stood still; I was thrilled to realize that the Creator 
held me in his arms. I witnessed the glory of the Lord all around, and His countenance 
radiated before me. My work was done. I hesitantly looked into His eyes and said, “Lord, 
I am overjoyed to be in your presence, but I have one question: ‘Is it fair and just for my 
2 
 
wife to find me dead in bed after all that I have put her through these past six months?’” 
His eyes gazed back and penetrated the depths of my being. His love captivated my soul 
into His and, with a loving response, He nodded, and slowly began to lower me back into 
my body. Those eyes and the emotion emanating from God expressed a love that 
transcended my entire being.  
The experience has left me with an ineradicable understanding of how much God 
loves us with a selfless, unconditional agape love that generates a love in us that 
surrounds and engulfs our senses, creating a heightened passion and desire to reciprocate 
God’s deep-abiding love with our own passion-filled love for God.  
Following my close encounter with our Creator God, no longer was it necessary 
to conceptualize what it meant to be God’s beloved; the divine agape consumed and 
confirmed that I was his beloved. In the days, weeks, and months that ensued, I began to 
ponder how recipients of God’s selfless, unconditional love (agape) could begin to 
reciprocate the love that God provides for his beloved creation. I explored the Scriptures 
to ascertain what type of love individuals could offer a God who sets the tone for what it 
means to love. That journey has led me to explore and focus on two Greek words for 
love, agape and eros. In attempting to reconcile the use of those two words in the same 
sentence, I searched to develop a concept for responding to God’s love (agape) and a 
word that would define how we reciprocate our love for God. I began reflecting on my 
passion for Jesus and determined that the Greek word eros described my love for God, 
but that had been a prohibitive term for me theologically and personally.  
Reflecting on the mission of Jesus the Christ and his church, I began to research 
and reaffirm that the early Christian experiences were an expression of deep-seated 
3 
 
passion exhibited by Peter of Galilee and others, following the event of Pentecost in the 
book of Acts. Over the past 25 years, through research, interviews, and observations, I 
found that the very passion that Christianity was founded on at Pentecost has been 
conservatively retrofitted for ‘proper’ faith consumption or redefined as the Passion of 
Jesus of Nazareth. The very passion that changed the world and set it on fire for what it 
means to be God’s beloved through Jesus the Christ has been seemingly marginalized. 
This led me to question: where has all the passion gone in Christianity among the 
faithful? Why aren’t Christians delirious for Jesus and what he has done and continues to 
do through the cross of Calvary? If the church has seen its passion for the mission of 
Jesus diminish, how does one restore the passion? How does one live with passion for 
Jesus that dwells from the depths of their soul? Do we have a language of passion in the 
church? We have love, which entails faithfulness, respect, accountability, but does not 
necessarily entail passion. Jesus has revealed an agape form of love that the writers in the 
Second Testament (New Testament) and Christianity have embraced as the primer for 
what it means to love. If we all possessed an altruistic mentality, agape love would serve 
as the norm for what it means to love. In a perfect world, agape would be the only term 
necessary to describe what it means to love God and one another. In reality, we live in an 
imperfect world and love selflessly and unconditionally is to stretch humankind beyond 
its own comfort level. Given this reality, I began to ponder if our use of agape as the end-
all in describing what it means to love as we believe God desires has created a void for 
Christianity in its inability to fulfill the very agape that it espouses. This has led to the 
questions that govern this project: (1) How then do we reconcile Christianity’s struggle to 
live out agape, is there another applicable term that may best represent the nature of 
4 
 
humankind?; (2) Is there a term that enables Christianity to address the diminished 
passion for Christ within the community of believers?; (3) Can the divine agape become 
the impetus for a passion-filled love (eros) to respond to what God has done and 
continues to do for creation? 
 Over the past 50 years, I have experienced what the writer of the Song of Songs 
describes as seeing myself as God’s beloved and doing my utmost to respond to God’s 
love for me in such a way that God is my ‘heavenly lover.’ In my brokenness, I strive to 
love God with as much love as I am capable, knowing that God first loved me.  
Reflecting on my experience with the Lord that March morning, the awe of being 
in the creator’s presence has left me discerning how I, a sinful, broken, and incomplete 
individual begins to respond to what God has given me. The further I attempted to return 
God’s agape love, the more frustrated I became as my own imperfection presented itself. 
Realizing that I could never begin to love God with a selfless, unconditional love 
(agape), I believe that type of love is reserved for the creator. Being honest with what it 
means to be a creation of the creator, it is inconceivable and even edging on conceit to 
believe one can love God unconditionally and selflessly; it is not in our DNA. The 
biblical narraphor has countless stories of God’s beloved (Adam and Eve, Noah, 
Abraham and Sarah, Moses, King Saul, King David, King Solomon, Jonah, Peter, James, 
John, and Paul of Tarsus) presented with the perfect opportunities to respond with agape 
love only to respond perversely through their own narcissism and sinful nature.  
  
Eros and Agape Gone Wild 
Our proclivity for the ultimate love, agape, in Christianity and our utter rejection 
of eros created a great puzzle for me to resolve as I began to question what it meant to be 
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the beloved of God as he is our lover according to the writer of the Song of Songs. In the 
research and discussion that ensues, I realized that the Greek words were not only polar 
opposites, but in the Christian tradition ‘agape’ reigned supreme and in the Platonist 
camp, ‘eros’ was the resounding choice for love. As I wrestled with the two extremes I 
was reminded of the appalling television show, “Girls Gone Wild” created by Joe 
Francis in 1997.1  The show is a conglomerate of eroticism on display, challenging young 
women to perform extremely ‘wild and crazy’ exploits for the cameras. When reading 
Plato’s Symposium it should be entitled, “Plato’s Eros Gone Wild.” Conversely, when 
one reads the Greek New Testament and subsequent Christian documents, they could be 
entitled, “Agape Gone Wild for Christianity.” As Plato went absurdly wild with his use of 
eros, Christianity has been nearly as wild in its use of agape. In the ensuing pages, I am 
going to quote Rodney King after the Los Angeles Riots in 1991, “Can’t we all just get 
along?” In other words, can we not devise a strategy whereby Christianity can entertain 
the thought of utilizing eros in terms of having a passion for God and responding to 
God’s agape with a deep rooted passion (eros) for him?  
Eros is humankind’s emphatic, passionate, provocative response to the gift of 
God’s selfless, unconditional agape love for his creation. In order to explore the viability 
of eros as a concept to be utilized in Christianity in the twenty-first century, we will 
present a two-sided ‘love coin’ for Christianity. In order to look at both sides of the ‘love 
coin,’ we must first turn our attention to the obverse side of the coin, which is represented 
by the divine agape. The obverse side of the coin defined by agape is critical in our 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Mireya Navarro, “Girls Gone Wild (franchise),” Wikipedia, January 11, 2014, Girls Gone Wild, 
accessed November 06, 2014, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Girls_Gone_Wild_(franchise). 
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understanding that with such a love, it is imperative that we know why God’s love for us 
beckons a response.  
In chapter two, I will look at the semiotics of eros and then define the nature and 
significance of the arguments against eros historically as well as arguments in favor of 
the affirming nature for eros. Chapters one and two will serve as the formative 
theological premise for a practical application as to empowering and challenging 
Christians, dechruched, unchurched, and agnostics to reconsider how they envision their 
relationship with God as well as what it means to be God’s beloved and respond to God’s 
love.  
The significance of the use of love in the Scriptures reflects a relational aspect 
between God and his creation or between humans. The purpose in wrestling with the two-
sided agape/eros love coin is to draw our attention to God’s desire to be in relationship 
with his creation and how we might respond. In chapter three, we will reflect and discuss 
the manner in which God exhibits his desire to be in relationship through the establishing 
of covenants. The Scriptures have a number of covenants and I have chosen to briefly 
focus on the Noahic, Abrahamic, Mosaic and Davidic promises; Jeremiah’s promise of a 
new covenant; and Jesus becomes the manifestation of that New Covenant. The initiation 
of Jesus’ New Covenant is the ultimate expression of God’s love for us and desire to 
draw us into relationship. 
We will look at the nature of the relationship from a psychological perspective in 
in chapter four in order to segue into the final two chapters, where we will focus on 
introducing individuals to a new metaphor in how they envision their relationship with 
God and challenge individuals to not just love but dare to fall in love with God. If we 
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acknowledge that God desires to be in relationship with his creation and that is the reason 
why he became incarnate and suffered the Passion, we can begin to engage our 
relationship with God in the same manner as we develop and evolve our human 
relationships.  
I will propose that we once again turn the coin on its proverbial side and focus on 
reverse side of the coin on how we might respond to the divine agape with a profound 
love response, incorporating eros love by inviting people to see their relationship with 
God in terms of a human/divine romance so to speak.  The first challenge will be to invite 
people to go on a blind date with God; then, to determine whether they want to begin 
dating God; to take the next step and become engaged with God, requiring a greater 
commitment; and finally the opportunity to make the ultimate commitment to God and 
join him in a matrimonial relationship until death reunites them into his presence.  
	  8 
Chapter 1:      
Agape: the Face of God’s Love Coin 
Introduction 
There are two sides to every coin, obverse (face) and reverse (tail).1 In 
understanding the metaphor of the ‘love’ coin, I am asserting that the divine agape 
represents the obverse side of the coin. As in the case of most currencies and coins, 
people are able to identify the person or image on the face of the currency. Since the 
advent of Christianity in the first century, agape has been the face (obverse) of God’s 
love for Christians, who have sought to respond to the divine agape as presented in the 
New Testament. The divine agape has unquestionably left its mark on human history, as 
seen in the Gospels’ narraphors of Jesus of Nazareth. This chapter will unfold the 
proactive and extensive prowess of God’s love for humankind through the divine agape. I 
will be proposing that eros is represented on the reverse side of the ‘love’ coin, which we 
will explore in depth in chapter two.  
Let us now reflect on the profound use of agape from a Christian perspective. It is 
critical that we understand the conceptual and practical use of agape as primary prior to 
considering the plausible use of eros as a compliment to agape.  Agape love defines for 
Christianity what it means to be in relationship with God and the utilization of love in 
describing God’s relationship with creation and the manner in which humankind 
reciprocates their love for God. God’s love for us according to Anders Nygren is agape.2 
It is imperative that we first acknowledge that all aspects of understanding what it means 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1“The United States Mint Pressroom,” The United States Mint Pressroom, Image Library, 
accessed September 16, 2014, http://www.usmint.gov/pressroom/?action=photo#2006Nickel. 
2 Anders Nygren, Agape and Eros (Philedelphia: Westminster Press, 1953), 261. 
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to love God derive from God’s love for us. 1 John 4:10 reminds us, “We love God 
because he first loved us.” God’s divine agape for humankind comes to us without 
agenda, manipulation, or motivation, but as creative, seeking to establish a relationship 
with creation. Divine love descends upon creation, like the dove that descended upon 
Jesus at his baptism.3  
 
Love of God 
Bishop Augustine of Hippo’s “Confessions” has greatly influenced Christian 
theologians of the Reformation and post-Reformation in the West and continues to 
influence writers in the twenty-first century4 when discerning what it means to love and 
be loved by God. Augustine in the “Confessions” continually wrestles with what he 
understands as God’s love for us and our often-futile attempts to respond to God’s love. 
This expression speaks of God’s love for us, which pours over and through us and is 
referred to a number of times in Scripture.5 
The Patristic Fathers and Scholastics wrestled with the ambiguity of the phrase 
‘the love of God,’ specifically Thomas Aquinas.6 They determined that there were three 
possible meanings for the phrase: (a) our love for God; (b) God’s love for us; or (c) love 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Mark 1:10. 
4 Catherine Osborne, Eros Unveiled: Plato and the God of Love (Oxford: New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994, 28. 
5 Here are two examples, 1 John 2:5 and Romans 5:5. 
6 Osborne, Eros Unveiled, 28. 
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that is divine or ‘from God’ – the love that emanates from God, which I would define as 
the divine agape. 7  
The Patristic Fathers understood that the phrase “God is love’ (ό Θεός άγάπη 
έστίν)”8 did not necessarily imply that God loves, but entailed a deeper, more profound 
concept, pertaining to God’s love as primordial, that God is the progenitor of love and 
that all love derives from God. Augustine recognized the significant connection between 
the statements that love is from God in 1 John 4:7 and God is love in verse 8, signifying 
that God’s love provides for the foundation of how the love of God is expressed and 
fulfilled in the lives of Christians.9  
Catherine Osborne proposes that the love of God is the source of all our loving 
relationships as understood in ancient and biblical texts. She takes it one step further by 
distinguishing that there is no need for various forms of love with different kinds of 
objects and explanations because love conforms to most if not all types of loving 
relationships.10 I disagree with Osborne and contend that the word love in the English 
language creates ambiguity and confusion in that it presupposes various possible 
interpretations of the phrase, “I love you.” The word love in English has led to countless 
misconceptions, misunderstandings, and misrepresentations in regard to communication, 
as to what is implied, and understood. In the Scriptures there are three Greek words for 
love: agape, eros, and phileo. These three forms of love help to delineate the meaning of 
love and minimize the confusion of when one is speaking of love. For the purpose of this 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Osborne, Eros Unveiled, 28. 
8 Ibid., 41. 
9 Ibid., 44. 
10 Ibid., 51. 
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work, I have chosen to focus on agape and eros. The third form of love, phileo, pertains 
to solicitous love of friends.11 I believe and assert that agape comes from God and is 
reflected in and through all of creation, fulfilled in the incarnation and Passion of the 
Christ and calls for an intoxicating passion in response to the divine agape, defined by 
eros.  
Anders Nygren distinguishes between agape and eros. Nygren proposes that 
agape consists of four components: (1) agape as spontaneous and unmotivated12; (2) 
agape as “initiator to value”13; (3) agape as creative14; and (4) agape as the initiator of 
fellowship with God.15 These four components help to frame the significance of God’s 
relationship with creation through the divine agape. These four perspectives require 
further explanation in order to contrast agape with eros. This chapter will focus on the 
divine agape, in order to provide a firm understanding of agape. In chapter two, we will 
shift the focus to the word eros and its potential use by Christians as their response to the 
divine agape.  
Christians can make the argument that agape is understood as selfless, 
unconditional, and unmotivated, presenting a form of love that can only come from God. 
Humans may attempt to become selfless and unconditional, but there tends to be one 
form or another driven by personal motivation or an agenda behind the pejorative amount 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament: Abridged in One 
Volume (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdsmans, 1985), 7. 
12 Alan Soble, Eros, Agape, and Philia: Readings in the Philosophy of Love (New York, NY: 
Paragon House, 1989), 85. 
13 Ibid., 86. 
14 Ibid., 87.  
15 Ibid., 88. 
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of our actions. One might say that our spontaneity derives directly out of some form of 
desire or agenda. The divine agape has no agenda or discretionary motivation other than 
God’s desire to love and be in relationship with creation. Nygren considers this element 
of the divine agape as the most striking feature about God.16 He considers the divine 
action in agape to be groundless in the sense that God has no extrinsic factors behind his 
love other than to wrap us up in the divine agape. Through the divine agape, God desires 
to draw us to himself. John alludes to this when he asserts that our ability to love comes 
from God. 17 
When considering the non-motivational element of the divine agape, it stipulates 
that it is not a derogatory comment about humankind, but rather speaks of a God who has 
a proclivity to love us. Alan Solbe states that “in Christ, there is revealed a Divine love 
which breaks all bounds, refusing to be controlled by the value of its object, and being 
determined only by its own intrinsic nature. According to Christianity, motivated love is 
human; spontaneous and ‘unmotivated’ love is divine.”18 Jesus becomes the linchpin 
when defining the divine agape in enabling us to comprehend the nature and purpose of 
God’s love.  
 Nygren’s second characteristic focuses on God’s love as indifferent to value, at 
first glance it hints of debasing humankind. In actuality, it speaks of the divine agape 
increasing the value of the individual. Nygren terms it as ‘transvaluation.’19 His 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Alan Soble, Eros, Agape, and Philia: Readings in the Philosophy of Love(New York, NY: 
Paragon House, 1989), 85. 
17 1 John 4:7. 
18 Alan Soble, Eros, Agape, and Philia: Readings in the Philosophy of Love (New York, NY: 
Paragon House, 1989), 86. 
19 Ibid. 
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perspective is that the divine agape ‘attaches’ itself to the individual, that “God, the Holy 
One, loves the sinner, it cannot be because of the sin, but in spite of his sin.”20 In other 
words, the divine agape does not place an intrinsic value on the individual whereby God 
will only love the individual if they obtained a value that would seem worthy of love. In 
contrast, the divine agape sets no value in how an individual is loved by God, but the 
transvalued nature of God puts no limitations on his love for humankind other than we 
are the works of his creative hand. 
 The explication of this type of transvaluation is explicitly presented in the fourth 
chapter of John. When Jesus encounters the woman at the well, the divine agape in Jesus’ 
actions is most creative in terms of breaking tradition and openly offering the woman that 
which she had never considered probable let alone possible. The story of the woman at 
the well conveys the power of how the divine agape incorporates the tansvalued nature 
that Nygren suggests in Jesus’ response to the woman declaring that she has no husband, 
but rather than judge her, Jesus draws her into further dialogue.21 Jesus does not impart a 
value on the woman, but rather sees her for who she is as a child of God, needing what he 
has to offer through the divine agape.  
 Nygren presents the case that agape is creative: “God does not love that which is 
already in it worthy of love, but on the contrary, that which in itself has no worth acquires 
worth just by becoming the object of God’s love.”22 While Jesus is attempting to worship 
in the synagogue in John 8, his adversaries bring him a woman caught in adultery, at 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Ibid. 
21 John 4:16-18. 
22 Alan Soble, Eros, Agape, and Philia: Readings in the Philosophy of Love (New York, NY: 
Paragon House, 1989), 87. 
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which point he offers us a glimpse of the creative nature of the divine agape. As the 
crowd is poised and ready to stone the woman, Jesus turns the table with a profound 
creative extension of agape when he challenges her adversaries and then offers her 
grace.23 The very nature of the creative divine agape seeks not to hold our sins as 
collateral against us. This component is made clear at the end of the story when Jesus 
proclaims that she has no accusers and to go and sin no more.24 Jesus proclaims the 
creative nature of the divine agape in his words and actions. Nygren sums it up well: 
“God’s forgiveness of sins means merely that He disregards the manifold faults and 
failings of the outward life and looks only at the inward, imperishable value which not 
even sin has been able to destroy.”25 
 The final component of Nygren’s concept centers on the element that God does 
not only establish love, but is the initiator of agape. Nygren is clear in his summation of 
this point when he presents the following: The biblical narratives in the foretelling of 
Jesus’ birth in Matthew 1 and Luke 1 validate Nygren’s perspective pertaining to God as 
the initiator of the relationship with humankind. Even before the Gospel narratives 
surrounding the birth of Jesus, God initiates the divine agape in Genesis 3, after Adam 
and Eve have eaten from the tree of the “knowledge of good and evil” (Genesis 2:17), 
God re-initiates the relationship when Adam and Eve have chosen to hide themselves in 
the midst of the shrubs. God walks through the garden, seeking his beloved divine human 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 John 8:7-9. 
24 John 8:10-11. 
25 Alan Soble, Eros, Agape, and Philia: Readings in the Philosophy of Love(New York, NY: 
Paragon House, 1989), 88. 
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creation.26 The creation of humankind in the garden and the incarnation reveals the nature 
of the divine agape; God encouraged and equiped the apostles to initiate the mission and 
ministry of the church, revealing God’s relentless pursuit of how he has ignited a divine 
love for his beloved creation.  
 
The Divine Agape in the Incarnation 
 In the incarnation, God not only says that he loves us, but scandalously reveals 
how in love he is with us by giving himself entirely in human flesh. God has been 
relentless in his love for creation from its inception to the present and future ages. God 
attentively revealed the divine agape through the incarnation of Jesus of Nazareth. In the 
incarnation, God engaged his beloved creation by physically courting his beloved.27 God 
has been engaged to humankind from the creation of humans in the Garden of Eden in 
Genesis 1 where he established an undeniable loving relationship with us, his beloved. In 
the garden, he began courting us and showered humankind with a plethora of gifts to 
pick, choose, and refuse. God declared one disclaimer in the garden, that there was one 
untouchable tree. Humankind ignored the creator’s disclaimer and ate from the tree of 
knowledge and we have continually run away and hid from God ever since. God through 
his grace continues to chase after and restore us to him.28 The incarnation of God in Jesus 
invites us into a renewed relationship whereupon he surrenders the heavenly throne for 
the life of a wandering loving servant.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Genesis 3:8-9. 
27 Hosea 2:14-16. 
28 Genesis 3:8-10. 
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The Challenge to the Incarnation 
When Christianity entered the world picture, it presented a new challenge to the 
Greek Stoics and Greco-Roman religion as well as the world of philosophy. The Hebrew 
and Christian traditions introduced the concept that the world was ‘exnihlo’ (out of 
nothing), which was a new and profound concept to the Greeks. “In the beginning God 
created the heavens and the earth.” (Genesis 1:1) The Scriptures did not accept the 
concept that all that exists as being self-evident, as understood by Plato and the Stoics,  
but proclaims that God created all that exists. The Stoics and Greco-Romans had never 
contemplated that the world had come into existence, but rather saw it as always existing 
and remaining constant.29 They understood science and religion as separate from the 
mind, body, and spirit, which influenced every aspect of culture. “The distinction 
between a sensible and an intelligible world, drawn by Plato and later emphasized by 
Aristotle and Stoics, stressed also the difference between act and thought, event and idea, 
material and spiritual, visible and invisible, temporal and eternal. As a result of this, God 
was cast out of the worldly empirical reality.”30 
 The battle over dualism was not solely an issue for the Stoics; even Judaism and 
Christianity wrestled with the creative power of God. The early church’s doctrine of 
God’s creative power opened the door to a dualistic understanding of God, distinctly 
separating and defining God as separate and complete apart from humankind, “created 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Christos S. Voulgaris, “The Holy Trinity in Creation and Incarnation,” Greek Orthodox 
Theological Review 42, no. 3/4 (fall 1997): 245, accessed July 21, 2013, http://0-
search.proquest.com.catalog.georgefox.edu/docview/220268887?accountid=11085. 
30 Ibid. 
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and uncreated, human and divine, world and God.”31 Dualism became a major 
oppositional point for the Gnostics of the second century and the Arianism of the fourth 
century. The distinction between the divine and human would become a great debate in 
the early church when it introduced the doctrine of the incarnation. Opponents of the 
church’s theology of the incarnation proposed through the dualistic nature of divine and 
human that Jesus could not be God, thus he could not be the savior of humankind, least of 
which the divine could become incarnate in human flesh. 
 
Incarnation: Need or Desire 
In discussing the premise behind the incarnation, theologians have debated on 
whether or not God was required to become incarnate because of the ‘Fall’ while others 
have said that God desired to come as a ‘fortuitous’ act.32 The question of God having to 
enter into the human condition because of our sin is a legitimate argument. The analogy 
of the parent who hears her children in the midst of ‘horseplay’ and shouts, “Don’t make 
me have to come down there!” speaks of God having to become incarnate. John Calvin 
may well concur on this point that the incarnation was orchestrated by God for the 
“culmination of divine salvation.”33 Our sinful nature necessitates God’s response to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Christos S. Voulgaris, “The Holy Trinity in Creation and Incarnation,” Greek Orthodox 
Theological Review 42, no. 3/4 (fall 1997): 246, accessed July 21, 2013, http://0-
search.proquest.com.catalog.georgefox.edu/docview/220268887?accountid=11085. 
32 Tim Meadowcroft, “Between Authorial Intent and Indeterminacy: The Incarnation as an 
Invitation to Human--divine Discourse,” Scottish Journal of Theology 58, no. 2 (2005): 207, accessed July 
21, 2013, http://0-search.proquest.com.catalog.georgefox.edu/docview/222305105?accountid=11085. 
33 Jon Balserak, “‘The Accommodating Act Par Excellence?’: An Inquiry into the Incarnation and 
Calvin’s Understanding of Accommodation,” Scottish Journal of Theology 55, no. 4 (2002): 409, John 
Calvin, `Ioannis Calvini Institutio Religionis Christianae,’ in Ioannis Calvini Opera Quae Supersunt Omnia, 
59 vols, ed. Wilhelm Baum, Eduard Cunitz and Eduard Reuss (Corpus Reformatorum 29±87; accessed July 
21, 2013, http://0-search.proquest.com.catalog.georgefox.edu/docview/222304770?accountid=11085. 
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become incarnate for the purpose to reestablish order. In contrast, God’s becoming 
incarnate was a fortuitous act, in order to restore the relationship between himself and his 
creation. Theologians Tim Meadowcraft and Jurgen Moltmann highlight this point,  
“… the incarnation is something that grows from the very nature and being of a self-
communicating loving God. The incarnation, then becomes ‘the foundation of the new 
creation,’ an aspect of which is the forging of a new community of believers.”34 
 God’s objective and motivating factor behind the incarnation was to reconnect 
with his beloved creation and reestablish his agape, which began with creation. All the 
instruments that God had used to create a harmonious symphony had become a noisy 
gong to his beloved creation. The instruments and theophanies God provided for creation 
were continuously discounted and rejected in the first testament (Hebrew Scriptures), 
discovering new ways in which to reject the divine agape. God persistently attempted to 
connect and build a relationship with his beloved, but his beloved often turned to other 
lovers, that which were more tangible and favorable in their eyes.35  
 Through the incarnation, God not only became human flesh, he reveals to his 
beloved how to be in relationship with himself as well as to one another, this time in 
human reality, not through stone tablets consisting of commandments.36 St.Athanasius 
makes a great point when speaking of the incarnation and stating its purpose is to “create 
anew the likeness of God’s image for men,”37 as well as constitute a construct for 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Tim Meadowcroft, “Between Authorial Intent and Indeterminacy: The Incarnation as an 
Invitation to Human--divine Discourse,” Scottish Journal of Theology 58, no. 2 (2005): 207, accessed July 
21, 2013, http://0-search.proquest.com.catalog.georgefox.edu/docview/222305105?accountid=11085. 
35 Nehemiah 1:1-7. 
36 Exodus 20:1-17. 
37 Ibid., 210. 
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humankind to learn how to be in relationship with God and one another through the 
physical image of the divine logos. 
 
The Divine Economy  
 According to St. Athanasius, the divine economy (creation and incarnation) 
reveals that the Son is of the same essence as the Father. In the Gospel of John, the 
prologue establishes that Jesus was the divine logos and did not come into being but 
always was.38 Theologian Christos Voulgaris goes on to say that, “The Son’s timeless 
birth from the essence of God not only precedes the Father’s creative activity in time, in 
absolute difference from his substance, but it also enlightens it.”39 The action of the 
divine economy proclaims that the activity of the Son and the Father are mutual and that 
the Son has always existed with the Father; the logos has never been without the Father 
and the Father never absent from the Son. Voulgaris argues that Jesus as the divine logos 
is not the created source of the creator when he says, “And it is this unity in substance, 
will, and energy which prevents the Son from being God’s creature. And it is this unity 
also that makes the Son co-creator with the Father.”40 The context of the relationship of 
the bi-lateral coexistence of the logos and the Father allows the invisible God to become 
visible and tangible in the divine logos made flesh.41 
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John of Damascus in the eighth century referred to Jesus as the one who put a face 
on the divine: “In former times God, who is without form or body, could never be 
depicted. But now when God is seen in the flesh conversing with men, I make an image 
of God whom I see. I do not worship matter; I worship the creator of matter who becomes 
a matter for my sake.”42  
 
Divine Agape: The Root of the Divine Economy 
 The divine economy of God is rooted in his divine agape for his creation. God’s 
love exists out of the essence of his being, who creatively set in motion creation. The 
divine logos and the Spirit reveal to the world his agape. The consistency of God’s 
passionate love for his creation exhibited throughout the first testament is seen in the 
lives of the patriarchs, judges, kings, and prophets and magnified in the incarnation. At 
the incarnation, the invisible God not only became visible, but also entered into human 
history. The theological proposition of Jesus being God in the flesh challenged the Stoics’ 
dualistic concept of the separation of the divine and human natures. The origin of the 
divine economy is rooted in his divine agape for that which he created before the fall, 
after the fall and fulfills in the divine logos to accomplish the ultimate desire to restore 
and sustain his relationship with us. Just as God had given his all in the creation, once 
again, God gives his all in the incarnation and Passion through the divine agape revealed 
in Jesus of Nazareth. 
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Transformative Nature of the Incarnation Revealed in the Eucharist 
 The Eucharist is the embodiment of the incarnational presence of God through 
Jesus of Nazareth representing God’s presence in the world past, present, and future in 
the bread and wine. Theologian Anthony Kelly surmises, “The Eucharist is the basic 
criterion of the incarnational sensibility and imagination.”43 The celebration of the 
Eucharist is not merely a religious ‘rite’ in which we commemorate the “Last Supper” as 
a memorial to what Jesus the Christ has done but rather it signifies that Jesus is present in 
the bread and wine. Martin Luther in his Large Catechism reminds us, “It is the true body 
and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, in and under the bread and wine which we Christians 
are commanded by Christ’s word to eat and to drink.”44 As members of the body of 
Christ and the ecclesiastical nature of the church, it establishes that Jesus is present in the 
sacrament of the Eucharist. In partaking of the bread and wine, we participate in the 
mystery of God conjoined with Christ in participating in the mystery of God’s ongoing 
story through the life of the believer. Augustine of Hippo reminds the faithful that if they 
are participants in the Eucharistic meal they share in the mystery of the presence of Jesus 
in the meal: “So if you are the body of Christ and its members, it is your own mystery 
that has been placed on the Lord’s Table; what you are receiving is your own mystery.”45 
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The celebration of the Eucharist for Christians is their participation and 
acknowledgement of the divine agape fulfilled in the Passion of Jesus. 
 When Jesus prepares the disciples for the cross of Calvary, he provides his 
followers with a theological credo when he says, “At that day you will know that I am in 
My Father and you in Me, and I in you.”46 This text reflects not only the incarnation of 
God in Jesus, but possibly alludes to the Lord’s Supper, in addition to being a revelation 
and defining moment for the divine agape. The profoundness of the mystery of his 
presence in the Eucharist, as we ingest the body and blood, confirms his statement in 
John 14. The followers of Jesus become the living incarnate Christ as his church. If we 
maintain that Jesus is present every time we participate in the Last Supper, we become 
actors in God’s fabula through the working of the divine economy in and through us. 
Through the participation in the Last Supper, the manifestation of Jesus takes on flesh 
and blood once again through his followers. The power of the Last Supper not only 
provides the forgiveness of sins and reconciliation, in addition it announces the 
manifestation of Jesus as the divine agape for us and in us according to John 6.47  
 
Not One but Two Natures in Jesus of Nazareth 
 This section lends credence to the divine agape astutely represented in the mind 
of Jesus but also conveys that the human nature of Jesus consciously administers the 
divine agape throughout his earthly mission on his own accord without the prompting of 
the divine creator. Therefore, understanding the tension between the two natures provides 
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a foothold into the inner workings as well as the balance of the divine and human natures 
working symbiotically in the incarnate Jesus.  
The debate on the two natures of Jesus of Nazareth, being both truly human and 
truly divine, has existed since the inception of the Christian faith. Arianism and Docetism 
challenged Christianity to defend the two natures of Jesus. The concept of hypostasis 
established at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 C.E. Hypostasis defines that the human 
and divine natures coexist in Jesus the Christ and later, in 681 C.E. at the Third Council 
of Constantinople, they concluded that there are also two distinct wills in the one person 
Jesus, known as the hypostatic union.48  
Robin Le Poidevin accentuates the significance of the two natures as defining 
Jesus of Nazareth: “Moreover, Christ is ‘to be acknowledged in two natures, without 
confusion, without change, without division, without separation.’”49 Poidevin draws upon 
a great analogy when referencing Robert Lewis Stevenson’s, ‘The Strange Case of Dr. 
Jekyll, and Mr. Hyde.’ He reflects on the embodiment of the two natures in Jesus 
represented in one individual: “With every day, and from both sides of my intelligence, 
the moral and the intellectual I thus drew steadily nearer to that truth, by whose partial 
discovery I have been doomed to such a dreadful shipwreck: that man is not truly one, 
but truly two.”50 Though Stevenson’s character is fictional, he struggles to define who he 
is, presenting the paradoxical argument for Christianity to define the two natures of Jesus. 
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Is it possible for Jesus to be both human and divine? Poidevin utilizes a scientific model 
in which to explain the two natures of Jesus that reduces the paradox into a relevant 
construct for comprehending the two natures of Jesus.51  
 The prologue of John’s gospel establishes the two natures of Jesus, human and 
divine.52 Kenosis Theory stipulates that when the divine logos entered into history, Jesus 
relinquished his divine attributes in order to embrace what it means to be human and 
identify completely with the created order of creation.53 I would argue that Jesus did not 
relinquish his divine authority as he entered into the human condition. Using the analogy 
of ‘Superman,’ the mild mannered Clark Kent never ceases to be Superman, and only 
calls upon his ‘super powers’ when the situation deems necessary. Superman, subjected 
himself to an earthly weakness, ‘Kryptonite,’ as Jesus subjects himself and suffers 
because of the consequences of human weakness, sin. Jesus never ceases to be human, 
even though he administers miracles. Jesus refrains from playing the ‘God Card’ until the 
resurrection. Jesus persistently points to the kingdom of God just as Clark Kent always 
accentuates doing the right thing, revealing the good. 
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Merely Human vs. Fully Human 
 In the discussion of the two natures of Jesus, theologian Thomas V. Morris raises 
a distinction between ‘merely human’ and ‘fully human.’ He proposes that to be merely 
human limits one’s ability to possess power, knowledge, as well as moral character. To 
be fully human entails being completely engaged in the human condition.54 Jesus’ earthly 
life accosted him all the benefits and deficits of being fully human. He experienced birth, 
temptation, sorrow, loss, joy, anger, pain, suffering, humiliation, and death.  
Did Jesus posses one mind or two, divine and human? Anna Marmodoro 
establishes that there are various composition models of the incarnation in developing a 
‘concretist’ approach to understanding the two natures of Jesus. She explains that, “the 
terms ‘human nature’ and ‘divine nature’ in Christ denote concrete parts, rather than sets 
of properties, as they do with an ‘abstractist’ approach.”55 John of Damascus proposed a 
hierarchical development of the mind called the ‘relation of control’ whereby the divine 
mind controls all that is beneath it, including the mind of Christ.56 Jonathan Hill and 
Marmodoro push back against Damascus by challenging that if the divine mind had 
complete control over Jesus’ thought process then he would not have had access to 
human decision making. I concur with Hill and Marmodoro because that would imply 
that Jesus had no free will and was simply a puppet of the Father.  
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Theologian Thomas Morris’s theory centers on a ‘split-mind,’ establishing that 
one portion of the mind has access to the contents of the other but not vice versa.57 The 
split mind theory has hierarchical tendencies. Morris distinguishes between the divine 
mind and the human mind of Christ: “The two minds of Christ should be thought of as 
standing in something like an asymmetric accessing relation: the human mind was 
contained by but did not itself contain the divine mind, or, to portray it from the other 
side, the divine mind contained, but was not contained by, the human mind. Everything 
present to the human mind of Christ was thereby present to the divine mind as well, but 
not vice versa.”58  
  Pushing back against Morris, he infers that Christ has a partition between his 
human and divine mind that does not provide equal access. He implies that his divine 
mind can influence his human mind, but his human mind cannot influence the divine 
mind. The hierarchy construct has a logical development given our vertical 
comprehension of the heavens being located above our physical world. The difficulty 
with the split-mind concept is that it implies that the human mind of Jesus has no bearing 
or influence on the divine mind. If the human mind could not have access to the divine 
mind, then how was Abraham able to challenge the divine mind of God in Genesis 18:23-
33 as he pleaded for salvation for the people of Sodom? In the same manner, when Jesus 
was in the Garden of Gethsemane, he prays to the father to remove the cup from him, if it 
is his will.59  
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 During the third Council of Constantinople, it was determined that the divine and 
human natures in Christ each have their own will (thelema).60 The Council established 
that the human will and the divine will of Christ coexisted with one another, bearing on 
one another. The Council concluded that the human will of Christ would be in accord 
with the divine will. The Council’s decision justifies the relevance that Christ could apply 
the human wisdom in conjunction with the divine wisdom simultaneously. This is evident 
during the final hours of the Passion of Jesus.61 Jesus’ human nature keeps calm, fully 
embracing the situation for the staging of his divine, salvific act. Jesus knew when to 
acquiesce to the divine mind and nature and the human mind and nature as he stood trial 
before his accusers. Jesus expresses his complete human nature and mind upon the cross 
in his seven last statements.62 
 
Incarnate Love 
God’s love is relentless and knows no bounds or obstacles. Hebrew scholar 
Katherine Doob Sakenfeld defines the Hebrew word ‘Hesed’ to mean, “God’s irrevocable 
commitment that freely serves the other’s needs in relationship.”63 What better way to 
comprehend the very existence of the incarnate God in Jesus who embodied ‘Hesed’? 
Jesus faced  rejection, ridicule, torture, and perverse treatment;  however, this did not 
preclude God from exemplifying hesed and the full extent of God’s selfless love for 
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creation. When God became incarnate and slipped into human flesh, it revealed that God 
would not succumb to any obstacles that might exhaust his ‘Hesed’  
The Gospels relentlessly reveal the divine agape in the messages of Jesus, one 
promise built upon another from Bethlehem to Pentecost. Jesus offers us a tangible God 
who desires to be in relationship with creation. As one peers at the ceiling of the Sistine 
Chapel, and reflects on Michael Angelo’s ‘Finger of God,’ it stirs in us the image of 
God’s passionate touch of his fingers upon creation. Jesus is the embodiment of this 
painting, as he never refrains from touching the untouchable. Jesus’ willingness to touch 
everyone who crossed his path empowered and enlivened those who felt the caress of his 
hand upon their vanquished bodies. The significance of Jesus’ touch provides us with a 
deep sense of divine agape and God’s desire for relationship in new and powerful ways. 
The touch of Jesus was so radical, scandalous,64 and unconditional that those he touched 
could not get enough of him.  
 
Scandalous and Promiscuous 
The fact that God never extinguishes the burning flame of passion he has for 
creation is completely and unequivocally scandalous. Theologian Marvin Ellison refers to 
God’s love as “promiscuous love who radically seeks connection with all of creation by 
moving from one relationship to the next, faithful to no singular person or group, but 
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‘taking in all of creation’ into the divine self.”65 Ellison profoundly observes how the 
divine agapes powerfully illustrated throughout the Scriptures.  
The Gospels reveal God’s scandalous and promiscuous nature in the incarnation. 
Jesus’ astonishing conduct reveals the promiscuous nature of God and ratifies his deep 
love affair for creation. Jesus walked with a purpose to eradicate the pain, suffering, and 
brokenness in the world. Jesus established agape love that was extended to everyone he 
encountered. Jesus loved the unlovable, touched the un-touchable, and walked with those 
who walked alone, even the thief on the cross. Jesus sets a new semiotic sign for the 
religious leaders by establishing that YHWH is not only the God of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob, but that God expands his love to all that would receive the New Covenant. Only a 
scandalous and promiscuous God could unconditionally love with overpowering, selfless, 
compassionate love. 
 
Promiscuous Incarnation  
How dare God remove himself from the heavenly realm and slip promiscuously 
into human flesh? It causes one to wonder what God could be thinking that he would alter 
the balance of power in the universe and come face to face with creation. Is God crazy or 
insanely passionate, full of love for his creation? The incarnate Jesus reflects a God who 
is scandalously and ridiculously passionate about the creation and  makes an exclamation 
point with his sacrifice on Calvary, revealing the exponential nature of the divine agape.  
Theologian Laurel C. Schneider provides a new semiotic for the use of 
“promiscuous” in defining and understanding God’s love. The passion of God through a 
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promiscuous incarnation provides a glimpse into God that we never had before or 
allowed ourselves to imagine. Schneider believes re-signing promiscuous to the 
incarnation allows us to embark into why God loves his creation so passionately. The 
promiscuous nature of God draws him up close and personal with creation through Jesus. 
Jesus’ actions and to whom he associates turns the Hebrew understanding of God on its 
proverbial head. God no longer has a mono-cultural relationship with only the chosen 
people of Israel. Jesus opens the floodgates to those who were considered ‘sinners’ not 
welcome in the Kingdom of God. Jesus dares to welcome Samaritans, tax collectors, 
adulterers, children, lepers, and fornicators to name a few. The incarnate God in Jesus 
goes where no god before or after would dare tread but he promiscuously goes there and 
beyond, offering his divine agape. 
Schneider’s point in regard to the nature of the divine love being promiscuous 
states that, “When the forbidden is distracting, the distracting usually has something to 
teach.”66 This speaks to our promiscuous God in the incarnation of Jesus’ willingness to 
be theologically promiscuous, relentlessly seeking after the forbidden and prohibited. 
Jesus continually presents a form of love never witnessed before or since, presented with 
such intensity and thoroughness. 
 
God’s Ultimate Promiscuity 
In John 3:16, when Jesus informs Nicodemus of the profoundness of agape, 
Nicodemus misses the begotten son portion and dwells on how to be born again. Jesus 
throws up a stop sign for all who would dare believe in him, that we do not take lightly 
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what God has done and why. God so loved (agape) the world that he gave (himself) his 
only son…, we miss the motivating factor that reveals the promiscuous nature of the 
divine. Schneider eloquently states, “Promiscuous incarnation suggests excess and in 
discrimination in divine love. It puts power and the inexorable pull of gravitational 
attractions in ‘God so loved the world.’”67 The promiscuous nature of the divine agape 
places God outside of human control and religious manipulation, but ‘smack dab’ in the 
middle of the human experience, trying to give away a love not known or easily 
comprehended.  
The divine agape seeks to lift the ‘other’ up in hopes of chasing his beloved 
closer to the divine. The divine agape seeks out the ‘beloved’ in Jesus and desires the 
beloved to welcome his love. This manifestation, then, opens up the capillaries to the 
heart, soul, and mind of the beloved to respond to the divine agape as a beloved to a 
lover.  
The pursuant nature of the divine allows himself to be ridiculed, tried, pierced, 
and executed at the hands of his beloved. The very nature of the incarnation is 
scandalously on display in the Passion narratives. When one contemplates the very nature 
of these scenes in the Gospels, how can we persist in saying ‘NO’ to Jesus the Christ? 
Not only is God’s agape on display; as in Song of Songs, it is the lover doing everything 
within his power for the beloved, completely unconditionally, closing a blind eye to the 
tragedy unfolding before him.  
The absurdity of the divine agape is magnified on the cross in two of Jesus’ final 
statements in Luke 23:33 and 43. Jesus says the most scandalous thing: “Father, forgive 
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them, for they do not know what they do.” Then he tells the repentant thief, “Assuredly, I 
say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise.” Only a lover filled with agape could 
offer such a passionate extension of love for his beloved.  
The incarnation of God in Jesus reveals the depths in which God freely extends 
himself for humankind. His willingness to subject himself to the scandalous manner in 
which the world treated him, would serve as the key to open our cold dark hearts and 
souls. The divine agape reaches its climax in Revelation 3:20 where Jesus stands at the 
door knocking. Jesus stands there knocking, waiting for humankind to open the door of 
our hearts. 
 
Full-Access God  
 The incarnation moves God from outside the parameters of history in the physical 
context of a historical Jesus. Karl Rahner profoundly articulated the significance of the 
divine presence in the world when he claimed, “The fact that God himself is a man is 
both the unique summit and the ultimate basis of God’s relationship to his creation.”68 
God’s action in the incarnation provides us access to God, who abides with us in the life 
of Jesus. God’s real presence in Jesus indicates his openness to relationship with his 
creation and is prepared to establish that relationship at all costs, even death on the cross.  
 Biblical scholar, Raymond Brown asserts that the resurrection of Jesus changed 
the nature of the relationship with God for humankind because it has given us a new 
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understanding of God in time, place, and history as well as God’s intentions for 
humankind.69 From a Christian perspective, this is only valid if we understand the 
incarnate presence of God in Jesus. Throughout the Gospels, we seemingly have an 
opportunity to see, touch, and hear the voice of God through Jesus. God is no longer an 
abstract object in the mind of believers, but becomes a living God intertwined in the 
midst of our existence. In the incarnation, our concept of God is no longer one-
dimensional, but becomes three-dimensional. Anthony J. Godzieba, Lieven Boeve, and 
Michele Saracino, accentuate this point: “… the central role that the body plays in 
Christianity is also warranted by the historical form that revelation takes: Jesus is seen by 
his disciples as the human face of God, not simply because of his preaching of the 
message of the kingdom of God, but also because his person, lifestyle, and praxis 
concretely enacts the values of the kingdom of God - the reversal of negativities to 
positivities by the power of God, beyond any human accomplishment.”70 The incarnate 
nature of God in Jesus was God’s way of saying come see, feel, hear, and come to know 
that I am God that you may know and experience the divine agape.  
 
Doubting Thomas 
The depth and breadth of the existence of the doubting Thomases in the world and 
the vast failures of the divine agents God used prior to the incarnation may well 
contribute to people denying the incarnation. Has the essence of God’s physical presence 
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in Jesus become more difficult to accept and comprehend 2,000 years after God’s 
breaking into history? People say that they do not know how to be in relationship with 
Jesus because they cannot touch him. People outside of Christianity with a pluralistic 
understanding make the claim that God is unknowable and that Christianity cannot lay 
claim to have exclusive rights and knowledge of God through Jesus.71 
 The profoundness of the incarnation simply stated: Jesus reveals God through his 
words and actions in human history, not outside the lines of history but within. Jesus in 
the incarnation unites us with the Father and we become one with the Father through 
becoming one with Jesus, never separated from God. In the incarnation, God puts on 
display his scandalous agape nature of love for us by giving himself entirely in human 
flesh. The second and most critical element of the divine agape in Jesus is revealed in the 
Passion. To understand and comprehend the face of the divine agape, one needs to focus 
and reflect on the consummation of God’s love in not just becoming flesh, but giving his 
life in the world at the sinful hands of humankind. The incarnation unleashed on 
humankind is only fortuitous by Jesus surrendering himself to the hands of the sinful 
creatively at the Passion. The Passion of Jesus is the defining event, which provides the 
significance for the divine agape to become incarnate. 
 
The Passion Defined  
The Gospel writers of the New Testament define the essence of what it means to 
be a Christian through the incarnation of God in Jesus of Nazareth and his Passion. What 
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conjures up in one’s mind when they hear the word ‘passion’? Passion is a word that our 
culture loosely uses, applying it to a wide range of concepts and abrogating the meaning 
that theologian Raymond Brown adheres to: “passion as suffering.”72 Strong’s Complete 
Dictionary of Bible Words, defines passion in Greek as “Pascho (πάσχω); Patho (πάθω); 
Pentho (πένθω) primarily used as a verb, to experience a sensation or impression (usually 
painful): - feel, passion, suffer, vex.”73 The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament 
defines passion with the Greek word Thymos, which pertains to that which is moved or 
moves such as a vital force. It is applicable to one having “desire, impulse, spirit, anger, 
sensibility, disposition, and thought.”74  
Why would God subject his only son to such ridicule, pain, suffering, and death? 
God’s action would seem to be reprehensible and would be charged with child neglect or 
abuse by today’s culture, unless one were to acknowledge that God’s scandalous act 
began with the incarnation,75 and it was God’s design to reconcile the world through the 
Passion.76 I would argue that the divine agape is the driving force behind such a macabre 
act of a ‘supposed’ loving God who would be the ‘silent’ observer of ‘Word made 
flesh.’77  
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God So Loved… 
 John 3:16 was the first verse I memorized when I was eight years old. The 
profoundness of Jesus’ words to Nicodemus has been the lynchpin for my faith journey 
these past 45 years. As a Christian, this text has been an ultra-sacred text in the New 
Testament. Who am I to challenge nearly 2,000 years of our understanding of this text 
through the Greek usage of agape in defining God’s selfless love? I would not even 
attempt to disagree with the writer of John’s gospel, but I would challenge us to re-
imagine how we see the text with the use of the type of love Jesus may be expecting from 
Nicodemus.  Is Jesus expecting Nicodemus to respond with the same agape that Jesus is 
re-signing in his ministry? Considering the depth of what Jesus said in conveying God’s 
plan, the impact of this conversation would change Nicodemus’s life. When Jesus 
challenges Nicodemus with the words, “God so loved…”78 it is in the midst of an 
intimate conversation where Jesus and Nicodemus are eye to eye. Nicodemus hears, and 
responds to the depths of God’s love that on the one hand reveals the divine agape in 
Jesus, but also calls for a response that would empower Nicodemus to surrender the life 
he had known to take up ‘the cross’ of Jesus and follow him. He understood the love that 
Jesus was inferring in agape and it would transcend his own sensory perception of the 
world that would fill him with a passion-filled love for Jesus upon his death.79 I believe 
that Nicodemus may have seen in the eyes and heard from the lips of Jesus the divine 
agape as he had never heard before that both challenged and empowered him to follow 
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Jesus,80 so that he was able to share in his burial after the crucifixion.81 Nicodemus, along 
with Joseph of Arimathea, requests permission to collect the body of Jesus and provide 
him with a royal funeral by burying him in Joseph’s tomb.82 Because of the heavy 
influence of Hellenism for the three hundred years prior to the Gospels,83such as Plato’s 
“Symposium,”84 the writer of John’s gospel—and the New Testament writers—steered 
far from ‘eros,’ preferring the ‘colorless’ word agape.85   
The divine agape is present in the incarnate Jesus and revealed in his actions 
during the events of the Passion. His foreknowledge of the Passion predictions, and 
responses to his accusers during his Passion as well as the means in which he resigns 
himself in the Garden of Gethsemane and the cross of Calvary is the definitive of agape. 
The divine agape is parallel to that of a parent and her child. A faithful parent would do 
anything to protect their child, even surrendering one’s life. This form of love wells up 
from the depths of the womb of the mother, and no other love is sufficient in defining this 
most passionate love, agape. When a mother grants birth to her child, she connects 
herself to the life of that child; thus God is passionately connected to his creation through 
the Passion in order to reconcile creation with him.  
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Jesus’ Foreknowledge in the Predictions  
Jesus’ birth clarifies God’s design for him as the Son of God. Simeon’s blessing 
to Mary, the mother of Jesus, prophesies what the future holds for the child within her 
womb,86 regarding Jesus’ ministry, and his eventual  Passion.87 In the Gospel of Luke, the 
Passion of Jesus is only a matter of time, not if, but a when. In chapter two of John’s 
gospel, Jesus presents the first of many predictions of his death and resurrection, but the 
disciples do not comprehend his prophecy.88 The Passion awaiting Jesus is made 
explicitly clear in each of the four Gospels and reveals that Jesus had foreknowledge and 
attempted to prepare his followers for the Passion. From the onset of Jesus’s Galilean 
ministry, he redefines and reconfigures the Greek concept of agape, from the bland and 
colorless word to an engaging, enticing, elaborate, and encompassing love that calls for a 
response. 
The oddity to the tragedy in the Passion of Jesus is not his foreknowledge about 
his death, but to how he would be executed. Following Jesus’ first prediction in Mark 
8:31, he alludes to the manner of his death on a cross a few verses later.89 Seeing through 
the lens of the cross of Calvary, one would expect Jesus to allude to such a death. 
Looking through the eyes of a Hebrew of the first century, Jesus’s comment would seem 
bizarre. Jesus was accused by Caiaphas of committing blasphemy because he dared to 
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forgive sins,90 claimed to be the Son of God,91 among other sins against YHWH, and was 
condemned for blasphemy.92 According to Hebrew Scriptures, he should have been 
stoned to death.93 Ironically, Jesus knows that his death will come at the hands of the 
Romans and, not being a Roman citizen, he will not have the ‘luxury’of decapitation.94 
Jesus’ comment in Mark 8:34 fell on the deaf ears of his followers and they did not 
comprehend nor understand the implications of Jesus’ expectations. Jesus knows the 
ramifications of not being a Roman citizen, grasps the magnitude of crucifixion and the 
social stigma associated. Jesus is aware of the degrading punishment reserved for 
subversives, and the utter shame of being left to hang on the cross for public ridicule,95 
his body left to rot for scavenging wildlife.96 Jesus was ‘all-in,’ knowing the 
consequences, his references in Luke 9:23, ‘to take up our cross daily,’ Jesus was 
prepared to endure, no matter the outcome.  
 Jesus comprehended his mission and communicated that mission continually, but 
given its scandalous nature, his followers did not grasp nor were willing to accept such a 
prophecy. The miracles were evidence that Jesus had profound ‘powers’ but turning the 
kingdom upside down by equating the servant to the slave master, children to parent, was 
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beyond their cultural comprehension. The image of his personal suffering was 
inconceivable. The followers of Jesus were not prepared and could not comprehend the 
agape of God; it was beyond their sensibility.  
 
Divine Agape Behind the Silence 
 When Jesus was arrested and brought before the chief priests, Caiaphas the high 
priest, Pilate and Herod, the silence of the disciples was ‘deafening.’  Jesus’ accusers 
waited for him to condemn himself by speaking blasphemy, but no such condemnation 
was forthcoming from his lips.97 Once again, Jesus is brought before Pilate, yet he 
remains silent, even after Pilate seemingly pleads with Jesus to defend himself, leaving 
Pilate to marvel at Jesus’ silence.98 Jesus was brought before Herod, but his words would 
not echo from his mouth and he stood non-responsive.99 Jesus silently acknowledges 
God’s obscure and scandalous divine agape agenda as he embraces creation through his 
silence. His silence strips the power and authority from his accusers and places it 
squarely on his shoulders.100 The incarnate God in Jesus knows that no words or actions 
would deter the agenda of those desiring his death. Jesus’ silence is like that of a parent 
who remains silent before a child in order to achieve a greater outcome and use the 
experience as a teaching tool. Jesus, authoritatively aware of God’s agenda, comprehends 
that in order for God to embrace creation with his divine agape, his silence was essential. 
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God Knows the Cost of Agape at Jesus’ Baptism 
 God identifies his passionate relationship with Jesus as his son when he declares 
at his baptism, “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”101 God utters the 
first hint of the Passion102 that awaits Jesus in the Hebrew story where YHWH speaks to 
Abraham and says, “Take now your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love.”103 God’s 
voice booms from heaven in each of the stories, alluding not only to the commitment put 
upon Abraham and Isaac, but to the cost that God the Father acknowledges at the baptism 
of Jesus. “The God who demanded the sacrifice of Abraham’s son, but then provided a 
substitute is now prepared to demonstrate God’s own commitment to humankind by 
allowing God’s own son to ‘give his life as a ransom for many’ – and for God’s son there 
will be no last-minute reprieve.”104 Only a God with a deep love driven by his relentless 
and selfless love for his creation would devise such a blueprint to restore his relationship 
with creation. 
 When Jesus emerges from the waters of his baptism, he establishes a means to 
new life just as when the amniotic sac breaks in the womb and a new life emerges. Jesus’ 
emergence from the waters of baptism is similar to a child kicking through the amniotic 
sac and emerging from the depths of darkness. Jesus’ baptism embodies a newness of life 
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that has eternal implications. God separated the waters to form life in the creation story; 
Jesus established a new creation and became the source of life for those who believe. 
Jesus’ ministry was a continual expression of the divine agape as he meandered through 
the towns, communities, and seas as he pressed forward to the fulfillment of the Passion. 
 
The Divine Agape in Water, Blood, Wine 
 Water, blood, and wine are three prominent images and symbols that reveal the 
divine agape.  The symbol of water throughout the Bible is one that represents life, from 
Genesis to Revelation. The water was the life force of creation; God provided rain to 
water the face of the earth, so that life could spring forth, vegetation, animal and 
human.105 God nurtured and supplied all that was required for his creation to flourish, 
much like a gardener caring for a garden, spending endless hours, watering, feeding, and 
pruning.  
 With the exception of the Biblical narrative of Adam and Eve, the relevance of 
water in the birthing process is essential. All humans must gain their life from the fluid in 
the amniotic sac, where it protects the fetus, allows it to grow, and sustains it until birth. 
The umbilical cord brings nutrients to the fetus to protect it inside the womb.106 When 
God became incarnate in Mary, he allowed himself to be born into the world through 
water and blood. Mary provides another image of the divine agape that is seen through 
the depth of a mother’s eyes and actions. Jesus conceived in the blood and water in her 
womb; Mary knows no limits to love and care for her child.  
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Jesus becomes the fountain of living water through which one obtains eternal life. 
As he engages the Samaritan woman at the well, he offers her living water; Jesus born of 
water becomes living water.107 Jesus transforms the symbol and the image of water and 
extends the divine agape, pursuing those who would not have the opportunity to drink 
unless God extended his love through Jesus, like that of a mother for her child. 
 The water and blood of creation that sustained Jesus’ life in the womb of Mary 
are the instruments through which he would reveal the divine agape. Jesus unveils the 
power of the blood through the spiritual umbilical cord that connects him to the Father, in 
John 6:51. 108 In this text, Jesus references his own blood to be shed on the cross of 
Calvary. What appeared to be a metaphor for those in Capernaum was a prediction as to 
how his body and blood would be life sustaining for those who would eat, drink, and 
believe. Jesus’ words became manifest in the upper room during the Passover Feast in 
Jerusalem when he offered up the Passover meal to his disciples.109 Jesus establishes the 
connection between the life giving blood of the womb, to the blood represented in the cup 
of the Passover and his blood on the cross, which would be poured out at his death. The 
divine agape represented in the words of the Last Supper as Jesus prepared the disciples 
for the fulfillment of the Passion.  
 Jesus leaves the upper room and descends into the garden of Gethsemane to 
manifest the words he offered up when he extended the cup of the New Covenant to the 
disciples. Jesus confronts what looms before him in the garden when he asks the Father to 
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remove the cup from him.110 This image in the garden left many ancients to discount the 
story of Jesus as a Christ figure.111 Historically, the Greek heroes died with pride and 
arrogance. The great philosopher Socrates “became the lens through which the deaths of 
later philosophers were viewed.”112 The Greek philosophers influenced the Roman and 
Hebrew world and affected how listeners during the first centuries of the Christian church 
perceived the story of Jesus in the garden. The Hebrew martyrs would have objected to 
Jesus’ words in the garden. “Jesus’ request for God to remove the cup from him if 
possible stands in contrast to the defiant words of the martyrs: ‘Bring it on!’ ‘Racks and 
stones may break my bones, but resurrection awaits me!’ Rather than proclaiming that he 
will not forsake God or his law as did many of the Jewish martyrs, Jesus instead cries out 
asking why God has forsaken him (Mark 15:34; Matthew 27:46).”113  
 Jesus’ words in the garden are not words of weakness, but rather a moment of 
strength and courage, providing him mental and spiritual strength to fortify him during 
the Passion. When we acknowledge that Jesus was human and divine, it provides us 
insight to why he did not play the “God Card” but allowed his human nature to be 
exposed. Jesus was prepared to drink the cup to the last drop in his prayer to the Father. 
The divine agape provides him the strength in the garden to drink the cup.  
 On Monday night, November 22, 2010, the night before I had open heart surgery 
to replace my aortic valve and repair an aneurysm on my descending aorta, I had a 
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similar experience to that of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane. After the last visitor left, 
I went into my bedroom and bawled like a baby. My wife Venice and son Calvin ran into 
the room to comfort me. As the tears streamed down our faces, I looked them in the eye 
and said we have not talked about the elephant sitting in our midst. It was at the very 
moment, that I addressed the fact that there was a 60% chance I may never come home 
again, or come home the same person. (In reality, it would be a 1% chance of survival.) 
Once we acknowledged the fact that I might die, we were able to face surgery with a 
certain hope and confidence. As Jesus confronted his own death, the agape of God 
descended upon Jesus that night and assured him that he would be with him, as he did for 
us that November night.  
 Jesus brings full circle the image and symbol of water and blood as he dies upon 
the cross. Upon surrendering his last breath and commending his spirit to God and says it 
is finished, a soldier pierces his side and water and blood pour out.114 The water and 
blood that once sustained him in the womb of Mary disburses from him at the cross. The 
profoundness of the divine agape behind the death of Jesus is that the image of blood and 
water signify his death but also establishes new life. The irony of God’s agape through 
Jesus is that as Jesus pours out blood and water from his dead and limp body, he gives 
birth to Christianity like a mother giving birth to her child. Just as the amniotic sac 
descends to the ground after the birth of a child and lies limp on the floor, Jesus too lies 
limp on the cross, the divine agape about to climax at the empty tomb and give birth to 
an infant church. 
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Conclusion 
Jesus came with one mission, to restore the world to the Father. Jesus knew that 
the Passion was required in order to restore creation. He understood the scrupulous 
concept behind such a scandalous action by the Father. The question becomes, what was 
the motivating factor behind the Father in heaven’s agenda? The Passion revealed his 
unconditional-selfless love, agape. How will the disciples, followers of Jesus and the 
world respond to such a love that came to change the world for eternity? The divine 
agape motivated God to become incarnate and die for all our sins. God exhibited the love 
of a parent for a child in the incarnate Jesus. Seeing through the eyes of a parent’s 
willingness to sacrifice their life for their child, we can begin to comprehend the divine 
agape. Jesus surrenders all aspects of his being and subjects himself to the humiliation of 
the Passion because he is scandalously loving us with a selfless, unconditional love which 
surpasses all natural human wisdom. The divine agape is about connecting God’s love 
for creation with the creation in the incarnation and Passion of Jesus.  
The divine agape calls into question humankind’s response to such a profound 
love that is beyond our human application. From an intellectual perspective, we can 
comprehend the nature of the divine agape as expressed in and through Jesus, but how 
can humankind conceivably begin to respond to such a profound love? In Song of Songs, 
the writer continuously calls upon the passionate relationship with the beloved and the 
lover, implying a very provocative and passionate relationship between God and his 
beloved creation. The writer of the Song of Songs presents an extreme passion filled 
dialogue between YHWH and his beloved, an implied eros love. This theme serves as a 
precursor to the relationship God desires and extends through the invitation of the 
incarnation as revealed in the divine agape in Jesus. As agape represents the narraphor of 
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God on the obverse side of the ‘love coin,’ eros is on the reverse side and becomes the 
narraphor of humankind’s response to the divine agape. 
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Chapter 2:      
Eros: The Other Side of the Love Coin 
Introduction 
In the previous chapter, the divine agape was presented as the defining nature of 
God’s love and the driving force that challenges the recipients of such a love to respond 
with a love that embraces this gift. When Christians profess their faith by saying, “I love 
Jesus” or “Jesus loves me,” what is entailed in such a pronouncement? In the hymn 
written by Fredrick Whitfield in 1855, “Oh, How I Love Jesus”1 he reiterates in the 
refrain, “Oh, how I love Jesus,” and the verses declare the reasons why followers of Jesus 
should love him. The hymn “Jesus Loves Me” by Anna B. Warner (1860)2 reminds us 
why Jesus loves us. In these two classic Christian hymns, we hear that we are to love 
Jesus because he first loved us, as espoused in 1 John 4. The question becomes, how does 
one begin to respond equitably to God’s divine agape?  
In our culture today, the multi-faceted use of ‘love’ has diminished the 
profoundness of the four-letter word. People confuse love with like and like with love. 
Sitting in the food court of the local mall, I overheard countless people talking about 
things they ‘loved’: “I love this food,” “I love going to the beach,” “I love when it is hot,” 
etc.… and I wanted to interrupt and say “Don’t you mean ‘like’ or ‘enjoy’?” Given a 
propensity to use love so freely, I began to wonder what Christians mean when they sing 
about loving Jesus and what it means to say “I love Jesus.”  
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At the onset of this journey three years ago, when I would talk to other Christians 
and refer to ‘passion’ they gave me an awkward gaze and said, “you mean Jesus’ 
Passion?”, which led to a response of “yes and no.” This led me to a theological search 
for a word that could describe the depth and breadth of a deep-seated love in describing 
one’s relationship with God that speaks to one’s heart, soul, and mind. Returning to the 
roots of the New Testament and a Greek lexicon, the Greek word eros struck a chord that 
has enabled me to begin to fashion a definition for our human response to the divine 
agape.  
Eros seemed to me to convey a form of love for God, but I faced a major problem 
in that there is little evidence to support the use of this word or its derivatives either in the 
New Testament or from the majority of Christian theologians and Patristic Fathers. This 
chapter will present arguments, pro and con, for eros and conclude by inviting the reader 
to re-imagine the use of eros as a complementary and applicable term in our dialogue and 
discussion in describing our response to the divine agape. I will argue that utilizing eros 
can provide a resource for developing a deeper relationship with God through seeing eros 
as the reverse side of the agape ‘love coin.’ I invite the reader to use their imagination as 
they reflect on the magnetic power eros can contribute in comprehending, experiencing, 
and facilitating eros in developing an intense relationship with God. 
For theologian Carl Barth, God’s love culminates in the human experience and is 
fulfilled in Jesus. “Only through the in-breaking of the Holy Spirit into human creation, 
human lives, and human relationships can eros be ordered rightly.”3 The divine agape is 
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manifested through the embarking of the Holy Spirit and exhibited by the incarnate Jesus 
and beckons us to passionately respond through the work of the Holy Spirit, similar to the 
event at Pentecost when the Holy Spirit poured on the scene where thousands were filled 
with a passion for Jesus.4  
In the divine agape, God poured out his love and presented humankind with 
compassion, sympathy, and empathy in Jesus. He donned human flesh and allowed the 
sinfulness of humankind to imprison him, present him before a ‘kangaroo court,’ whip 
him to an inch of his life, and humiliate him by having him crucified by Gentiles. God 
exhibited a love not seen prior or since, for all of humankind to witness in order to invite 
humanity into an eternal relationship. 
 Jesus redefined agape through his life, death, and resurrection. Jesus took an 
ordinary and seldom used word by the Greeks and literally gave it flesh and blood. He 
redefined the nature of agape to such a magnitude that humankind cannot begin to fulfill 
love in terms of agape as defined by Jesus. Christian psychologist Scott Peck, M.D. 
arrives at the same conclusion: “Unconditional love does not come naturally to us 
humans. But God is another matter.”5 Humans wrestle with agendas, manipulation, 
conditional stipulations, and expectations that influence how they approach love, which 
precludes them from loving as set forth by Jesus. How then do we respond to God’s 
agape as established by Jesus if it is predominantly unattainable to achieve for 
humankind? We attempt to respond with adulation, appreciation when we realize the 
magnitude of what God has done and continues to do in and through us. The Greek word 
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eros presents humankind with an opportunity to reflect and reveal a form of love that 
represents our human nature as it pertains to our thoughts and emotions and equates how 
we engage in relationships with fellow human beings. Eros love, when exhibited through 
restraint and respect between humans, can provide a plausible response to the divine 
agape. Eros provides a pragmatic, praxis, and honest form of love that humankind can 
conceivably respond to God, as alluded to by the writer of the Song of Songs. If we are 
God’s beloved, therefore, God beckons us to respond to him as his beloved, with a 
sincere passion that reflects our gratitude, affirmation, and appreciation for what God has 
done and continues to do. 
 
Broader Understanding of Eros 
Christians have often misunderstood eros and given the term a number of 
negative religious overtones. The Greek term for eros does not always mean sexual 
desire. In the Homeric Greek, the semantic camp of eros included appetite for food.6 The 
concept incorporated Zeus’ feelings for Hera and mortal women. Additionally, eros 
entailed desire to weep, to dance, as well as to make war. This broader concept of eros 
smoothed out differences in human motivations that the narrower definition could not.7 
The noun eros affects what are literally the lungs, considered the seat of sensation, as 
well as thought, in Greek culture.8 The use of eros is incompatible with a basic meaning 
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of mere “desire,” to which only context adds the sexual element.9 Plato made the 
distinction between “specific” and “generic” eros.10 Plato will be discussed in detail in 
the ensuing pages. The generic eros is mere desire of any kind, that is, desire in general. 
The specific eros is the passionate, intense love associated with but not exclusively 
sexual desire, which relegated to a special case for the generic eros.11 
Hebrew theologian Nicola Abel-Hirsch provides a definition for eros that is 
pragmatic, practical, and theological. “Eros is the idea of a force which ‘binds together’ 
the elements of human existence—physically through sex, emotionally through love and 
mentally through imagination.”12 This definition by Abel-Hirsch speaks to the core of 
why eros may be one of the key elements missing in Christianity today. I appreciate how 
Abel-Hirsch adds, “mentally through imagination”. Reading “I is an Other” by James 
Geary, and “Imagine: How Creativity Works” by Jonah Lehrer, Dr. Leonard Sweet 
nudged me to be open to theological imagination and creativity. Abel-Hirsch’s definition 
for eros struck a chord with me, reminding me that Christianity lacks imagination by 
primarily defining our love for God as agape. I am inviting Christians to allow 
themselves to be nudged by God in order to consider the potential use of eros in 
establishing a passion for Jesus through the imaginative use of eros. 
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The Realm of Desire for God  
The fourth-century theologian Augustine of Hippo believed that for one to attain 
life’s fullest meaning one must lose oneself in the life of God. Augustine’s perception on 
the fulfillment of the Christian life would become a faith paradigm for the Christian 
tradition, pointing toward a spiritual yearning for God that has been associated with 
Christianity for centuries.13 In his confessions and writings, he provided Christianity with 
an astute observation as to the human desire for God when he wrote, “The human will is 
not taken away by God’s grace, but changed from bad to good, and assisted when it is 
good.”14 
The human condition has struggled with the concept of desire from the essence of 
creation to the present. Theologians have written volumes on the nature of desire and its 
impact on the human moral struggle. Theologian John E. Thiel provides an interesting 
proposition regarding desire: “Disjunctive desire it seems, and is a function of a 
disjunctive self, rent by its conflicting desires for self and for God.”15  This creates a 
conflict within ourselves and impacts our concept of desire and infiltrates our ability to 
apply eros and passion inside and outside Christianity. The manner in which Christianity 
has commingled desire with eros supports the rationale for distancing ourselves from 
eros.    
Dabbling in desire can lead us down a path we ought to avoid, as in the case of 
Adam and Eve in the Garden; when Eve saw that the fruit, it was desirable to eat. Her 
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desire to eat the fruit that God had commanded her not to presents a form of ‘bodily’ and 
‘spiritual’ lust. Theil describes this as the disjunctive self “rent by its conflicting desires 
for self and for God.”16 Which raises the question, do we as humans seek after God with 
a passionate desire to draw closer to the creator or is our passion for God derived from a 
motive which is more manipulative rather than selfless?  
I see this as an issue in the church today. People tend to have a ‘hit and miss’ 
relationship with God. When life falls apart, they show up calling upon God, appearing to 
be ever so faithful and dedicated. As life returns to normal and the crisis subsides, their 
participation in the faith community dissipates until the next crisis erupts in their life. I 
call this the “911 faith.” The sole motive for the relationship with God is for helping 
‘me.’ 
Does desire lead us down the path of perdition? If Eve’s struggle with desire is 
the end of the proverbial story, then desire leads us down a slippery slope away from 
God. Theil draws on a contrasting concept: “sexual desire and the desire for God would 
not be disjunctive alternatives, but would both be desires for good whenever sexual desire 
truly pursued goodness and the desire for God is not mendacious idolatry.”17 I would 
concur with Theil by alluding to what Rollo May expresses as the essence of eros: “the 
power in us yearning for wholeness, the drive to give meaning and pattern to our 
variegation, form to our otherwise impoverishing formlessness, integration to counter our 
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disintegrative trends.”18 As in the case of the “911 faith,” the focus is totally disjunctive; 
it is not about a relationship with God but all about ‘my’ desire to resolve the problem. 
 
Eros, That Four-Letter Word Not Spoken in the New Testament 
Eros has been that recalcitrant word that the writers of the New Testament, the 
Patristic Fathers, theologians, scholars, and Christian leaders have predominantly ignored 
during the first two millennia of Christianity. Theologian Peter Black states, “Perhaps the 
early accounts of the origins and functions of eros in the ancient Greek tradition, which 
are varied and confusing, explain the lingering suspicion and denial of eros in the 
Christian ethical tradition.”19 Historically, pre-Christian Hellenist writers, specifically 
Plato’s liberal and provocative use of eros in his “Symposium,” created an obstacle for 
first-century writers. The absence of eros in the New Testament, with only one negative 
reference by the Apostle Paul,20 is reflective of the manner in which eros was understood 
in the first century and subsequently. The minimal evidence in the writings of the 
Patristics regarding the subject of eros speaks volumes about the influence and impact of 
the pre-Christian Hellenist philosophers and theologians. Anders Nygren and Karl Barth 
of the twentieth century have been ostensibly opposed to the use of eros. Nygren 
observed that eros depicts paganism, human sexual desire, and Platonic love, and revered 
agape love is the truest form of Christian love.21 Barth’s theology of eros has greatly 
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influenced modern Christianity. It was his perspective that eros is viewed as a “ravenous 
desire, a rapacious intensification, and a strengthening of natural self-assertion, to be 
contrasted with Christian love.”22  
 In order to begin to re-sign eros, we must consider imagining eros as our response 
to God’s agape. For centuries, theologians have been prejudicial in how they have 
scandalized eros in contrast to agape, which theologians have historically refrained from 
using eros. Theologian Mark Doty suggests that desire is not our enemy, “As if desire is 
our enemy, instead of the eradicable force that binds us to the world. I am certain that the 
part of us that desires, that loves, that longs for encounter and connection – physical and 
psychic and every other way – is also the part of us that knows something about God.”23 
In other words, desire is not ‘evil’ just as money is not ‘evil,’ but rather it is the manner 
in which we access and utilize desire that creates a theological concern. 
 In Peter Black’s essay, he presents an argument in favor of eros by two of the 
Patristic Fathers, Origen and Gregory of Nyssa. Black contends that Origen considered 
agape and eros to be synonymous. “The two words mean the same for Origen, since the 
Scriptures only substitutes agape for eros to prevent the weak and uninformed from 
thinking about carnal desire and passion.”24 He expands Origen’s perspective on eros 
when Origen interprets St. Ignatius of Antioch: “My eros is crucified,” to mean “[Christ] 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Ibid. See, Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.2: “The Doctrine of Reconciliation,” trans. G. W. 
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23 Peter Black, “The Broken Wings of Eros: Christian Ethics and the Denial of 
Desire,” Theological Studies 64 (2003): 106, Ebsco. 
24Peter Black, “The Broken Wings of Eros: Christian Ethics and the Denial of 
Desire,” Theological Studies 64 (2003): 110, Ebsco. See Origen, Commentary on the Song of Songs, in 
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my love is crucified.”25 Black offers a perspective that Origin would equate eros with 
agape and that they could be interchangeable in the Gospel of John whenever he uses 
agape.26 This is extreme; there may be perceptive or circumstances where eros might be 
used, but not interchangeable as Black suggests.  
 In Gregory of Nyssa’s definition of eros, an individual allows him or herself to be 
engulfed and fixated on the “inaccessible Beauty of the divine nature.”27 Nyssa in his 
Oratio 1.773 b-c presents God’s love as eros: “Human nature cannot express this surplus 
(that is divine love). Thus has it taken as a symbol, in order to make us understand its 
teaching what there is that is most violent in the passions that act upon us – I am talking 
about the passion of love (eroitikon pathos).”28 As I began this journey, I contemplated 
the point that Nyssa alludes to but now have gravitated to accepting the all-encompassing 
nature of the divine agape and how God introduces his love through the incarnation and 
Passion of Jesus.  
 Even though the authors of the Biblical writings and a majority of the Patristic 
Fathers and theologians have faithfully resigned to the nearly exclusive use of agape, and 
have distanced themselves from eros, Origen and Gregory of Nyssa provide an 
alternative glimpse into the profound use of eros. It is through their interpretation and 
vantage point that I will pursue eros in terms of being the complement to but not the 
equivalent of agape.  
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The Semiotics of Eros 
Christianity has often attributed eros as the signifier29 pertaining to human 
sexuality with an explicit understanding toward ‘sexual intercourse.’30 Can the cultural 
and Christian stigma of the signifier for eros be re-signed? The re-signing of eros is 
significant in how we respond to the divine agape. The divine agape reveals God’s 
selfless, all-encompassing passion for creation from Genesis to Revelation, from the first 
Adam to the second Adam, Jesus. Eros is represented as a new signified object that is 
derived from the signifier, agape.31  
To begin to imagine the applicable nature of eros, let us reflect on how God 
speaks to our hearts and minds by utilizing the metaphor of a two-sided ‘love currency.’ 
In order to re-sign how we see our love for God, can we conceivably alter how we 
respond to God’s agape through eros, to pursue a passion-filled love for God, enabling us 
to become his beloved and imagine God as our lover? Song of Songs intimates that we 
are to consider ourselves lovesick for God: “5Sustain me with cakes of raisins, Refresh 
me with apples, For I am lovesick.”32 
Crystal L. Downing in her text “Changing Signs of Truth: A Christian 
Introduction to the Semiotics of Communication,” challenges Christianity, when 
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30 John Blevins, “Uncovering the Eros of God,” Theology and Sexuality 13, no. 3 (2007): 292, 
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observing and reflecting on concerns, to respond to issues and differences as a ‘two-
headed coin,’ positioned on its edge so “we can (re) sign truth.”33 A coin standing on its 
edge presents a new awareness of how we might begin to see the relationship between 
agape and eros and how they can be seen as complementary and symbiotic in the way 
humans respond to God’s perfect love (agape) with an imperfect love represented in eros. 
Dare we fall in love with God, not sexually, but sensually, exploring the depths of what 
means to be God’s beloved? 
The pedagogy of Christianity has created an awkward perception of eros and 
possibly influenced Christianity to fail to acknowledge that the essence of knowing God 
is derived both from the erotic and the ironic.34 I would modify John Blevins‘ reflection 
that the essence of knowing God is derived from two sides of one coin: obverse being 
agape and reverse being eros. Agape, through a theological perspective, is the story of 
God’s selfless and unconditional love given to us. The reverse side of the coin is 
represented by the need of the recipients of God’s love story to respond with passion 
(eros), which requires a passionate response to the greatest gift we have been given in 
Jesus the Christ.  
We have accepted and revered love in the New Testament as represented 
primarily by agape and have tended to see only that particular side of the coin, with the 
occasional exception of philein as the reverse of the coin. Throughout Chrisitan history, 
theologians have presented God’s love coin as if agape is a two-headed coin, the divine 
agape contrasted with human agape. When Jesus was confronted about paying taxes in 
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Matthew 22, he asked the tax collectors to show him a coin and questioned whose image 
appeared on the coin and what the inscription was. Then he told the hearers to render to 
Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.35 The ‘coin’ of love in the New 
Testament, represents the ‘image’ of agape, and has subsequently rendered our 
understanding of love as predominantly selfless and unconditional, as defined by Jesus. 
Applying Downing’s perspective for evaluating things from the ‘edge’ of the coin, it 
provides us an opportunity to allow eros to be on the reverse side of the ‘agape’ coin. 
United States currency distinctly represents an individual of stature in United 
States history on the obverse side of currency and coins. For instance, the obverse of a 
two-dollar bill is the image of the third president of the United States, President Thomas 
Jefferson. The images on the reverse side of the currency tell a story pertaining to the 
image on the other side. The image on the reverse side portrays the story of the signing of 
the Declaration of Independence. Most of us can recite who is on the penny, nickel, and 
quarter, as well as the $1.00, $5.00, and $100.00 dollar bills. Do we know what or who is 
on the reverse side of those currencies? More importantly, do we know the story of those 
images on the reverse side of the U.S. currency and coins?  
Like U.S. currency, agape becomes the identifying mark that all Christians would 
acknowledge, yet eros provides a legitimate human response to representing our creative 
storytelling of our response to God’s agape. Humankind can easily identify with eros as 
its natural response to God’s agape when we acknowledge ourselves as God’s beloved. 
The story of God’s selfless and unconditional love, represented in agape, is enlivened by 
the story that stems from the depths of God’s love for creation, exhibited in the 
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incarnation, and fulfilled in the Passion of Jesus. The reverse side has the potential to 
represent an extremely plausible and applicable approach to God’s love. Through our 
eros, we respond to the divine agape with passion, as we reveal our story and become 
active participants in the narraphor of God, just as the reverse side of our U.S. currency 
reflects the story of the image on the obverse, providing meaning and purpose for that 
image. Eros is humankind’s imperfect response to the profound, selfless, and 
unconditional love of God expressed in agape. Does God’s agape compel Christianity to 
respond with a heart filled with passion in loving God? Can Christians imagine 
themselves as the beloved described in Song of Songs and acknowledge God as their 
lover? Can we allow ourselves to love God with a eros passion that could become 
contagious and create a sensual love affair with God? To say I love God is one thing, but 
to say that I am in love with God speaks volumes about the depth of the relationship. 
 
Plato and Love 
 It is arguable that Plato is the most influential of philosophers on Christianity, and 
especially Christian theology.36 Prior to forging ahead with Plato’s concept of love, it is 
important to understand his mindset and philosophical position toward the temporal and 
eternal. Gordon Leff in his text “Medieval Thought” provides an excellent snapshot into 
Plato’s perception of reality: 
For Plato there was an ultimate reality of pure, unchanging forms of Ideas and 
there was the sensible world where everything was transitory. The latter was a 
pale reflection, a manifestation of the true unchanging structure of the Ideal, and 
the object of knowledge was to penetrate to the universal principles, which lay 
beyond the particular objects. The forms or Ideas alone provided certainty; they 
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existed in their own right and their first principle was the Good, the source of all 
other forms and the means by which they were known.37 
 
  Theologically, Plato had no recognizable concept of God as creator, no definable 
concept or explanation for how things came into existence. He had no theory on how all 
that existed moved from one element in time to another. For Plato, things simply existed; 
there was no concept of a beginning or ending, just existence until death. He perceived 
that the ‘soul’ was migrated, moving from some pre-existent state into different bodies.38 
He had no concept of eschatology or final judgment.39 Platonism offered Christianity a 
concept to contrive a pursuit of something that was greater than the present reality that he 
referred to as ‘the good’ or ‘the beauty,’ which he considered ‘man’s’ ascent to the ideal 
and eternal.40 In addition to the pursuit of the ‘good’ or ‘beautiful,’ Plato was probably 
the first philosopher in the West to publicly observe humankind’s passions and desires 
for “objects as abstract as social reform, poetry, art, the sciences, and philosophy, an 
attachment that has more in common with an erotic fixation that one would have 
suspected in a pre-Freudian view of man.”41 
 
Plato’s Influence on Christianity  
 Plato’s ‘Symposium,’ though written in the fourth century B.C.E., had a pivotal 
influence on Christian theological perspectives based on the dialogues within the work. 
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Christianity interpreted eros in the “Symposium” as contrary to the theological and moral 
constructs as outlined in the Scriptures and Christian dogma. Francis Macdonald 
Conrford in “The Unwriten Philosophy and Other Essays” indicates that Plato divided the 
soul into three distinct categories: the reflective/rational, the spirited/passionate, and the 
concupiscent.42 Cornford extends the meaning of those three categories by specifying to 
what degree they pertained to the human condition. The “reflective part desires 
understanding and wisdom; the passionate aims at success, honour, and power; the 
concupiscent is so called because of the special intensity of the desires of nutrition and 
sex; it is acquisitive, loving money as a means to sensual gratification.”43 The latter 
definition reveals the impact of Platonic love and how it is interpreted in contrast with the 
biblical understanding of love between God and humankind. 
 In the Symposium, the pursuit of pure intellectual ascent derives from the 
education of desire that seeks the ultimate as illustrated in the theory of eros, which is the 
impulse of desire in all its varied facets.44 Cornford makes the point that eros is 
manifested as a form of energy that is directed through varied channels toward an end 
and that these energies emanate from one channel resource to another.45 Plato’s pursuit of 
the good and beautiful influences his use of eros in the Symposium. Cornford would 
argue, and I would agree, that eros definitely reflects desire and passion, but also a rich 
and powerful passion for the pursuit of all that is good and beautiful. Cornford reminds us 
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of the misunderstanding and limited use of eros: “so the name eros is misappropriated to 
one species of passion, but really means ‘any and every desire for good things and for 
happiness.”46 In Plato’s ‘Republic,’ eros is appropriated for the desire of philosophical 
pursuit for truth.47 Plato’s use of eros in the Symposium and the pursuit of the good and 
the beautiful can confuse the reader when determining whether his use of eros is a 
passion for sensual pleasure or passion for the ultimate beauty. The dialogues of 
Agathon, Socrates, and Diotima compound the confusion regarding eros. Case in point, 
Diotima in the Symposium states, “If you consider human ambition, you will marvel at 
its irrationality, unless you reflect on what I have said, and observe how strangely men 
are moved by the passion for winning a name, and laying glory for all time.”48  
 The Symposium adds fuel to the fire for Christian theologians to reject eros 
entirely when considering the human pursuit of immortality as presented in the dialogues 
in the Symposium. Cornford does not mince words about the pursuit of eros: “eros 
become a passion for immortality, not in time, but in the region of the eternal.”49 This 
statement alone creates a number of issues for Christians when one considers that 
Christ’s incarnation and Passion would be irrelevant if humankind could obtain 
immortality upon their own pursuits. Cornford suggests that there are four stages of eros 
to pursue the ultimate beauty. He designates the first step as the detachment of eros from 
the individual person; in the process, there is no recognition of the physical beauty of the 
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individual. Secondly, in order to pursue beauty, one must ascertain to the moral beauty, 
recognizing the beauty of the mind that leads to plausible and meaningful honorable 
conduct. The third tier consists of observing and obtaining intellectual beauty to pertain 
to the grasping of and responding to abstract truth as revealed in science and 
mathematics. In the final tier in the pursuit of beauty, exceeding all concepts of physical, 
moral and intellectual beauty, one experiences the ‘beautiful’ in its entirety. This final 
level ascends to the place whereby eros has the opportunity to possess the ‘Beautiful.’50 
For Plato, the amalgamation of eros is the fulfillment of the self-motivated and driven 
soul as it attains this final summit in its pursuit of the ‘beautiful.’  
 
Object of Human Eros for Plato 
 The preponderance of evidence for Christian theologians to interpret Plato’s 
works and the use of eros may well have influenced their decision to refrain from using 
eros when reflecting on humankind’s response to God. This can be seen in Plato’s focus 
on human desires, especially as it pertains to eros. Catherine Osborne refers to the eros 
behind the desire of personal motivation in pursuing the ‘beautiful.’ 
It is not that the beauty provides the motivation, but that we have to be inspired 
even to see the beautiful and something to love. And that perception of the 
beloved as desirable is something inspired by the work of eros that transforms us 
from mere mortals without erotic aspirations to philosophers who yearn for what 
they perceive as good.51 
 
At first glance, in reading Osborne, she addresses the philosophical perception of 
Christian theologians throughout history. But, as she continues to write on the use of eros 
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and desire she makes the ardent point that, “Rather, we should see Plato as attempting to 
capture the notion that our very perception of the beloved as good is dependent on our 
first seeing with the vision of love.” 52 I agree with Osborne’s point in that Plato’s use of 
eros is about seeking to obtain wisdom and the love and pursuit of wisdom become the 
foundation of the Symposium rather than focusing on the sensual interpretation of eros. I 
will not deny that there is a portion of eros in the Symposium which has a sexual 
application. I wonder if one of the other issues that has disturbed Christian theologians is 
the pursuit of eros toward wisdom in order to become immortal. Theologian Gregory 
Vlastos suggests that when Christians read the Symposium, they understand it to reflect 
the seductive nature associated with sensuality. He proposes that “Christians do not 
understand what the word ‘love’ and ‘eros’ mean.”53 Reading the Symposium with a 
post-modern theological perspective, I would agree with Vlastos’s perception and concur 
that when reading such a work we have to filter the language through the entire narrative 
rather than analyze from a literal perspective. Reading and understanding the Symposium 
through different lenses enables one to observe objectively that at least one of the 
perspectives Plato is trying to accomplish is to provide us a “philosophy of language, of 
eros but with an interest and scope far transcending the ‘erotic.’”54 
 The eros of desire presented in the Symposium has not been fully understood and 
comprehended by Post-Platonism and Neo-Platonism readers. Plato became ‘in love’ 
with eros, being so absorbed with eros that he became ‘blinded’ to the use of alternative 
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Greek words available to him such as philein, agape, or stergo. His excessive use of eros 
becomes a distraction when he had every opportunity to utilize other Greek words, which 
would have assisted future interpreters to better understand the various complementary 
words for love. Vlastos makes this point: 
Plato should have adopted some other word for ‘love,’ say philio or agape at the 
point where he saw that eros would no longer bear the weight he was to put on it. 
He might have done so, and would, in that case, perhaps, have left us with a 
valuable catalogue of differences between two things which no Greek could have 
mistaken for each other.55 
 
 Another area of contention with Plato’s pursuit of the ‘beauty’ and the use of eros 
is that it keeps the individual isolated from seeing the total composite of the individual in 
which they are pursuing. Alan Soble states that the critical flaw in Plato is that “it does 
not provide for love of whole persons, but only for love of the abstract version of persons 
which consists of the complex of their best qualities.”56 Soble’s comment confirms the 
point that Plato’s obsession with the use of eros hinders one’s vision of seeing the other 
in her/his complete identity. This raises a contrary issue for the Hebraic and Christian 
understanding of God, in that God sees our incompleteness, whereas Plato is always 
seeking the ‘perfect’ complete nature in others. The God of both traditions is called to 
love the sinner and the righteous equally, a concept that Plato did not perceive. In the 
Scriptures of the Christian and Hebraic traditions, we are called to love our neighbor as 
ourselves, with no qualifications to how ‘good’ one must demonstrate themselves to be. 
Given this theological premise, the use of eros by Plato contradicts these two traditions 
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and appears to be an affront to God, therefore creating another objection for Christian 
theologians to reject the concept of eros. 
 
Anders Nygren’s Threefold Opposition to Eros 
Anders Nygren has three objections to the Platonic conception eros: (1) he 
believes that eros is comprised of desire or acquisitive love; (2) that eros is humankind’s 
way to God, perfection, and immortality; (3) eros is egocentric.57  
First, Nygren would argue that Plato’s concept of acquisitive eros is centered on 
humankind’s desire or longing for that which one does not possess. Therefore, one 
determines that is necessary to strive for that which they consider valuable. G. Simmel 
says that “The Greek eros is a Will-to-possess, even when it carries the nobler sense of 
possessing the beloved object as a recipient of ideal instruction and morally improving 
attention.”58 Nygren argues that when providing an object with a value and then 
‘desiring’ that object because of the assessed value, this becomes contrary to the 
Christian understanding of love. He contends that if love is centered on acquisitive desire 
based on his understanding of Plato’s eros, then there is no room for love that entails 
spontaneity. Given this understanding, Nygren would suggest that Plato’s eros is 
motivated solely by the value given to the object.59  
Living in Los Angeles, I have observed this behavior more times than I wish to 
admit. I have listened to people inform me that they are going to a particular venue where 
famous people visit in hopes of running into them. Due to the status or position of the 
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individual, it becomes the acquisitive desire of the individual pursuing the hopeful 
encounter, applying a value with a personal agenda.60  
 Second, Nygren interprets Plato’s eros as humankind’s pursuit of God. Nygren 
understands eros through the eyes of Christ’s consciousness and sees eros as the mediator 
between the divine and humankind. He foresees Plato’s eros as replacing the role of Jesus 
the Christ as savior of the world and the One who makes perfect the imperfect, prefect. 
This is contrary to Christian pedagogy when understanding eros to be the means in which 
humankind can obtain a relationship with the divine in contrast to God’s descent towards 
humankind. For Platonists and Neo-Platonists, it is always about the ascent to God, and 
the concept of God making a descent to the realms of humankind is inconceivable. 
 Thirdly, Nygren understands eros to be egocentric. He considers the fact that eros 
consists of longing, desire, and appetite; therefore, eros is egocentric. “The aim of love is 
to gain possession of an object which is regarded as valuable and which man feels he 
needs.”61 Nygren associates the desire for the ‘good’ to be a means toward possessing the 
good, thus signifying that it is egocentric, centered on the will of the one desiring the 
good.  
 Studying the work of Nygren and his concept of Plato’s use of eros provides 
clarity as to why he sees eros as the means in which humankind might dare contemplate 
that if they desire God, which can be considered the good, therefore humankind could 
possess God. His concept of eros implies that when one’s desire is to possess God, and if 
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one believes they can possess God, it asserts that one can manipulate God or even be like 
God. This was the struggle of Adam and Eve in the garden.62  
 
Rebuttal to Anders Nygren’s Eros as Egocentric 
 His egocentric mentality for eros implies that the type of love is so self-centered, 
seeking only its own subjective desire, that it cannot begin to see the quality in that which 
it says it loves. For Nygren, eros love is a form self-aggrandizing, seeing no value in 
what it loves unless they have something to gain from that which they love. Theologian 
John A. Brentlinger, in his reflection on Plato’s Symposium, challenges Nygren in that he 
insists that when we discuss the concept of love, it is imperative that we see the relation 
of valuation to how one understands love. “When we love something we value it 
intrinsically: do we love it because we value it, or do we value it because we love it?”63 
Brentlinger makes an important point here as he challenges us on two distinct points. In 
other words, do we place a certain value on something and then love it or do we first love 
something and because we invest in that which we love, we assign a value to it?  
Let me use the analogy of a sports fan to illustrate his point. I have been a Los 
Angeles Kings fan since 1969. I have enjoyed following the Kings since my first 
encounter, and thus they have had an implied assigned value for me. In my situation, the 
Kings have value because of my ‘love’ for them as a sports team. In recent years the 
Kings have attained significant success in winning two Stanley Cup Championships in 
the past three years. Winning a championship implies a certain value that attracts fans 
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that may have had no prior interest, yet they say they love the Kings. In that case, I would 
suggest that they see the value of being a Kings fan, thus they ‘love’ the Kings. 
Brentlinger suggests, “we must believe the object of our love to have certain value 
properties, as a precondition of loving it.”64  
 The concept of loving first and then assigning value pertains to God’s agape love 
for us. God first loved us,65 and because He first loved us there is an implied value placed 
on each individual. God loves us unconditionally.  Brentlinger’s understanding of Plato’s 
eros, in contrast to Nygren, provides an applicable concept of value as part of the 
equation in understanding Platonic eros: “the concept of love as motivated by the belief 
that the object of love is good or beautiful or valuable in some other way.”66 Nygren 
misses the point of Plato, seeking the ‘good’ when he asserts that eros love is egocentric, 
asserting that the eros love isolates the vantage point and is motivated solely through self-
interest, which prevents the individual from appreciating the value in that which one 
loves. If eros is to be egocentric, it would thus be the source of devaluation of that which 
it loves, relegating it to a lower value in order to obtain the means of personal 
satisfaction.67 Brentlinger suggests, “What matters is the object of the desire. Desires 
differ as their objects differ”68 If I desire after God in response to the divine agape, it 
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alters the meaning of desire, and presents desire as admirable in contrast to being a 
derogatory term as Nygren alludes. 
 Plato’s eros misses the mark when the lover seeks only the ‘good’ or ‘beautiful’ 
in the sense of a hierarchy that leads one to love another because they resemble the 
concept of the ‘good.’ His hierarchy is based on intrinsic values: if one does not obtain 
the level of what it means to be the ‘good’ they become devalued when seen in contrast 
to the ‘good.’ The challenge to Plato’s eros here is who defines the ultimate good toward 
which one is to strive and be compared. The flaw in Plato’s eros here becomes exposed 
by Christianity, whose criteria for the ultimate good is seen in the creator God and 
manifested in Jesus the Christ, who represents the purest sense of the ‘good.’  
 A secondary element in challenging Nygren’s concept of eros as egocentric is 
when we attempt to compare eros and agape, considering that Brentlinger says that they 
are both valuational.69 Due to the struggle for Christianity to comprehend Plato’s eros 
and being unable to validate the composition of value that eros can represent, it is 
understandable that Nygren concludes that eros is egocentric. This understanding is 
heightened when talking about sexuality and sensuality, when seen purely as self-
enjoyment. Brentlinger suggests and I agree, “Sexual love can creatively bestow value on 
its object.”70 Seeing the essence of value in both agape and eros, when sexual love is 
exploitive, seeking its own self-interest and devaluing the object, there is no love because 
there is no value, thus there is no eros either.71 The application of value applied to eros 
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and agape provides Christianity a construct that allows for the two concepts to be 
significant when considering the use of the two terms as complementary. 
 Desire has been a point of contention for both Hebraic and Christian traditions. 
The issue of desire and how one responds to desire begins with the biblical narrative of 
the Fall in Genesis 3, and creates points of consternation throughout both testaments. 
Nygren in his first opposition to eros points to the issue of eros focusing on desire. 
Brentlinger provides a nice rebuttal to Nygren’s interpretation of desire in Plato’s concept 
of eros. Brentlinger stresses that just because someone desires something and loves that 
which she desires, it is not synonymous; in contrast to Nygren who implies that where 
there is love there must be desire.72 As Christians, we are leery of the word ‘desire,’ 
especially with regard to the story of the Fall in Genesis 3 or David’s desire for 
Bathsheba.73 The power of desire in these and other stories in Scripture is enough to 
deduce why Nygren and other theologians have rejected Plato’s eros as being self-
centered, egocentric, and selfish. 
 
Anders Nygren’s Critique of St. Augustine of Hippo: Caritas and Cupiditas 
In “The Confessions,” Augustine of Hippo reflects on the pursuit of joy and 
happiness. “For from all such efforts as I was then exerting, while under the good of my 
desires, as I dragged along the burden of my unhappiness and made it worse by dragging 
it along, what else did, except we want to attain sure joy.”74 In his pursuit of discovering 
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the depth of what it meant to unveil happiness and joy in life, he wrestled with the 
concept of love. He derived that there were two forms of love, one being Caritas and the 
other Cupiditas. Anders Nygren suggests that Augustine attempted to merge Neo-
Platonism with the Christian understanding of love, therefore arriving at his two-point 
comprehension of love. According to Nygren: 
His own personal feeling that the satisfaction of the craving for happiness was the 
deepest problem of existence, predisposed Augustine to accept this ancient 
conception, and it remained amid all changes one of the cornerstones of his 
thought. When all things are shaken, one fact stands immovable – namely, that all 
men want to be happy.75  
 
Augustine’s desire to attain happiness and joy influenced his concept of God’s love and 
our love for God in his use of caritas and cupiditas. 
 Augustine used the two forms of love to represent a specific directional flow of 
love, caritas representing our love toward God, directed upward, and encompassing all 
that is eternal, and cupiditas representing our love for things in the world as a downward 
or lateral flowing love, entailing all that is temporal.76 Based on Augustine’s theological 
premise for the two forms of love, he implies that one’s love looks up to God as well as 
sinks to the depths of what it means to be flesh. Caritas takes on the form of a spiritual 
nature, whereas cupiditas takes on the fleshly nature of humankind. “Man’s spirit seeks to 
wing its way up to the eternal and find its happiness there, but his body and fleshly nature 
binds him by its weight to the earthly and temporal and prevents his flight.”77 One can 
observe the Neo-Platonist influence on Augustine in his use of caritas. But I question if 
Augustine derived his concept for caritas after reflecting on the narrative in Genesis 3:4-
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6.78 In interpreting the text, it reflects Eve’s desire: she was in search of fulfillment; she 
wished to experience the ‘good’ that Plato referred to in the Symposium. From a Platonist 
and Neo-Platonist perspective, Eve’s pursuit could be understood as the primal desire for 
the ultimate meaning of seeking a relationship with the creator. The Adam and Eve 
narrative appears to have a Platonist mentality in their quest to be like God. The plausible 
implied question that Adam and Eve are asking is, “Is that all there is?” Their pursuit 
represents humankind’s constant pursuit of that which we do not have. This is Nygren’s 
concept of acquisitive love, self-seeking and self-satisfying. Like Adam and Eve in the 
garden, we are not satisfied, thus in pursuit of what we believe will fulfill our desires. 
According to Nygren, acquisitive love is only temporal. Augustine may have interpreted 
Eve’s pursuit as a form of caritas, yet explicitly ripe with sin in that she disregarded what 
God had established in the garden when he warned them not to penetrate nor pursue the 
very tree which reflected their caritas. 
In the wake of the recent death of actor and comedian, Robin Williams, on August 
11, 2014, all outward appearances would have indicated that he had everything one 
would necessarily need in life. However, in the realms of his soul, he may have been in 
pursuit of something so tragically elusive that he took his own life. Like Plato, we do not 
know, but it does cause one to speculate whether Williams may have been in search of 
the ‘good’ yet he lacked the tools that left Plato wanting as well. I raise this question in 
support of Augustine’s concept of caritas. I disagree with Nygren here; I do not 
understand Augustine to be saying that caritas is a form of acquisitive love, but rather a 
pursuit of all that God provides in order to experience the irrevocable love of God in 
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Jesus the Christ. Hear the words of Augustine in Chapter 28 of “The Confessions”: “Too 
late have I loved you, O Beauty so ancient and so new, too late have I love you! Behold, 
you were within me, while I was outside: it was there that I sought you, and, a deformed 
creature, rushed headlong upon these things of beauty which you have made.”79 
 Nygren would likely argue that the pursuit of wisdom to “be like God” was at best 
an acquisitive form of love, what he considered eros. The very fact that David ‘desired’ 
reeks of acquisitive love as asserted by Nygren. In contrast, Augustine understood the 
pursuit of humankind in the form of caritas to seek God with passion and desire as 
healthy and empowering the love in the individual for God. “… It is precisely the object 
that, by its nature, evokes love, inflames desire, awakens longing. To love is to seek one’s 
good in the beloved object. An object can only be loved if it can be conceived as 
including this good in itself.” 80 For Augustine, caritas love for God should be at the 
primal core of every human being.81 Desire is part of our human DNA, initiated at 
creation by the creator. According to Nygren, “desire is the mark of the creature.”82 
Nygren would argue that the pursuit of God for one’s personal satisfaction is a form of 
acquisitive love and he would reject Augustine’s development of caritas based on this 
understanding. 
I disagree with Nygren on this point. Humans do not pursue the ‘happy’ in life as 
Augustine suggests, but  seek to discover meaning and purpose. This becomes the flaw to 
Augustine’s caritas if the purpose results in one solely discovering their ‘happy’ place. In 
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reading “The Confessions” I understand him associating caritas in conjunction with our 
response to God’s agape love for us in Jesus. Caritas is our upward and outward response 
to God because of what God made complete in us through Jesus the Christ. Augustine 
realized that no matter how low we sink in creation, how far we distance ourselves from 
God, it is never too late to pursue God in our upward focus in response to his love for us. 
Caritas requires one to remove the cupiditas that seek one’s own happiness and self-
sufficiency in search of discovering the presence and power of God’s agape love of 
Jesus, which has the power to provide us with the passion for loving God and others.  
Another obstacle to Augustine’s caritas theology is that it relates to God as the 
‘object’ of the individual’s upward response to his love. The concept of the ‘object’ has 
the potential to be construed as a Platonist or Neo-Platonist perspective, in which 
theologians could reject in deference to those significant theories pertaining to self-
interest pursuits. Augustine’s setting God as the object of caritas speaks volumes about 
what it means for one to draw closer in their relationship with God. For example, if I am 
the subject, the source of love to be distributed, and the recipient of that love is God, God 
becomes the object of my love. My energies are thus projected and focused on my 
relationship with God, who becomes the object of my affection and passion. “By God’s 
ordinance, the good which is to be the object of man’s longing is above him. So he must 
direct himself upwards, and in love raise himself up to the good.”83 Is our relationship 
with God all about satisfaction? I think not; it is about our response based upon our 
recognition of the gift we have been given in Jesus and it moves us upward and outward 
toward the creator God. The focus of caritas seeks to fulfill the agenda of the beloved in 
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pursuit of the lover, God. Nygren would argue that all eros love is acquisitive and that it 
is elementary and fundamental to human existence.84 I would agree with Nygren here 
when love is pursuant to establishing and maintaining a relationship with God. The 
question that Nygren raises is with the concept of cupiditas and the manner in which it 
can become a disparaging element in living out caritas. “What is wrong with Cupiditas is 
not that it seeks its ‘good’ in something evil, but that it seeks its ‘good’ in a far too small 
and insignificant good, which is incapable of giving real and final satisfaction.”85 When 
we as humans seek satisfaction in things, objects, sports teams, and resources, they only 
provide temporary fulfillment. Augustine would suggest that it is the individual 
struggling to live out caritas. Augustine intimates that while the heart looks upwards the 
mind focuses downwards, creating a conflict for the soul. “By turning away from God, 
the creature sinks ever deeper down towards the ‘nothing’ out of which it was raised by 
creation. It is this sinking, this loss of being and Goodness, that is for Augustine the 
meaning of evil.” 86 When one seeks satisfaction in that which is temporal, the individual 
seeks satisfaction or ‘happiness,’ which often leads to an elusive pursuit. Cupiditas is 
incapable of providing eternal satisfaction and becomes the distraction that obscures 
one’s pursuit of God’s love and the ‘good’ that satisfies eternally,87 according to Nygren. 
Augustine’s use of caritas becomes a pivotal ally to the concept presented earlier 
regarding the concept of a two-sided love coin. Nygren in his critique of Augustine 
accuses him of using a Neo-Platonic eros in order to attain an understanding of the 
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meaning of Christian agape. 88 Nygren is diametrically opposed to the very nature that 
Augustine would dare to venture into the realms of Platonism or Neo-Platonism. “It is 
Neoplatonism that makes the difference. In it, he meets a view dominated throughout by 
the thought of love (Eros), and he is gripped by it in a way that is decisive for his whole 
life. When afterwards he comes in this frame of mind to Christianity, it is as if the scales 
fall from his eyes.”89 
I would concur with Nygren that Augustine is heavily influenced by Neo-Platonic 
eros love theory, but does so in order to provide the Hellenistic mindset with a means in 
which to identify with Jesus the Christ and how one responds to a God whose love 
descends upon creation. It’s as if Augustine is presenting the first “two-sided love coin” 
with his distinction of the two loves, caritas and cupiditas. 
One of the challenges for Augustine and subsequent theologians, self included, is 
to be wary of the eros ladder that is implied in the Neo-Platonic theory of eros. Nygren’s 
opposition to Augustine on this point is valid when one allows their ascent to God to be 
based solely on the beauty of the corporeal world, utilizing reason and the understanding 
of the soul in order to obtain a glimpse of the creator and eliminate the source of such a 
pursuit, which begins with the creator.90 I understand that Augustine implies that the 
power of eros provides the impetus for the pursuer of God to seek the passionate beauty, 
which is God. He makes this point in Book 8, Chapter 2 of “The Confessions”: 
Surely “all men are vain in whom there is not the knowledge of God: and who by 
these good things that are seen could not understand, could not find, him who is.” 
I was no longer in that vanity. I had passed beyond it, and by the testimony of the 
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whole creation I had found you our creator, and your Word, who is God with you, 
and who is one God with you, through whom you created all things.91 
 
He has not only confessed to the nature of discovering what it means to love God, but to 
experience and respond to God’s love which emanates from the creator, including caritas 
or eros. 
Augustine may not explicitly claim that agape love emanates from the creator; it 
is implied countless times in “The Confessions,” which calls upon him to respond to what 
God has done in Jesus the Christ, which is caritas/eros. Throughout “The Confessions,” 
he is candid and plainspoken regarding being a creature of God, which he considers to be 
incongruent in establishing a relationship with God by his own ability. He completely 
comprehends the descent of God’s love in Jesus the Christ as God’s unconditional, non-
reprisal love for creation and that only by God’s grace and mercy does he invite creation 
to respond with an upward, passionate love for what God has done. “God’s love has so 
much more power to kindle the response of love in man.”92 
“The Confessions” continually reflect Augustine’s struggle with God’s agape 
love through Jesus and how to respond as a broken sinner. In Book 11 Chapter 2, he 
provides such an illustration of his struggle to comprehend agape as he acknowledges his 
humanness: “See, Father, look down, and see, and approve, and let it be pleasing in the 
sight of your mercy for me to find grace before you, so that the inner meaning of your 
words may be opened up to me when I knock.”93 He used this Neo-Platonist format to 
provide him a language for his concept of caritas in order to reflect the human love and 
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desiring to be in relationship with the creator; caritas provided for the quality of such a 
love for God. Nygren challenges Augustine’s use of caritas. It falls short by suggesting 
that humankind can reach God on its own.94 The question for him and theologians is, 
“will we have enough love for God?”, which is really the wrong question to ask. That is 
why I appreciate the contrast between agape and eros. Agape is God’s descent for us, 
unconditional love that we cannot begin to reciprocate. Therein lies the profoundness of 
God’s agape in Jesus the Christ; it entails both grace, ‘given something we do not 
deserve,’ and mercy, ‘withholding what we deserve.’ Where in the Scriptures, let alone in 
life, can we begin to reciprocate mercy and grace to God for what he has done for us in 
Jesus? Simply put, we cannot, no matter how much we pursue God through our love; we 
can never match God’s daunting and saving love. Our love for God does not have to be 
complete or compete with God’s agape; otherwise it defeats the purpose of the creator 
and savior in the first place. God’s love for creation calls for a response, simply by saying 
yes to the gift of Jesus: “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, 
that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” (John 3:16) 
Following our answer, we are called to love as God has loved us, as recorded in 1 John 
4:7-11.95  
I concur with Nygren when he suggests, “Agape is fitted into the framework of 
eros. Agape is a necessary corrective, without which Eros cannot reach its goal.”96 The 
challenge for either caritas or eros is that the pursuer must realize that their ability to live 
at all emanates from the creator and sustainer of life, God. Our response to God through 
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eros is not to attain an equal footing with or be like God, as was the case in the Adam and 
Eve narrative, but rather a passionate response to what God has done. This is where 
caution becomes critical upon reflection of Platonism and Neo-Platonism, which seeks 
the good through their own self-sufficiency. In other words, when pride becomes the 
inherent attitude in one‘s ascent to God, then they have missed the mark. As the writer of 
Proverbs reminds us, “Pride goes before destruction, And a haughty spirit before a fall.” 
(Proverbs 16:18) Nygren objects to the Neo-Platonist’s understanding of eros and argues 
that the ascent of the soul toward the divine can lead to self-sufficiency and lead to a 
disregard for the divine and the need for Jesus the Christ.97  
 
To Eros or Not To Eros, That is the Question: Affirming the Use of Eros in the 21st 
Century 
In the first portion of this work I have shown the Christian argument for not 
utilizing the concept of eros, but now I intend to make an argument for re-imagining eros 
to not only be a valid term used in the context of Christianity but reveal how it can be 
used as the complement to agape.  
Rowan A. Greer, who translated “Origen: An Exhortation to Martydom, Prayer 
First Principles: Book IV Prologue to the Commentary on The Song of Songs Homily 
XXVII on Numbers” provides some valuable insight to Origen Adamantius from the 
second and third century A.D. (184 – 253/4).98 He provides pointed reflections on the 
early Greek writer and the use of love in the Scriptures. Origin makes comments 
regarding Greek philosophers: “They have tried to show that the power of love is no 
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other than the power that leads the soul from earth to the lofty heights of heaven and that 
we cannot arrive at the highest blessedness unless the ardent desire of love impels us.”99 
Origen directs his comment toward the Platonists and Neo-Platonists and their position of 
attaining the ‘beautiful’ through their own sense of desire (love): “fleshly people have 
carried off these arts to vicious desires and to the mysteries of a faulty love.”100 From a 
Christian perspective, Origen observes that they have desecrated the concept of love that 
comes from God the creator of heaven and earth. He takes their premise and provides a 
Christian context to which desire doesn't see as the dark and evil opponents of God that 
Nygren and others have interpreted. Origen reclaims desire from the Greeks when he 
reminds his audience that the very desire one possesses comes from God. 
The person who bears the image of the heavenly according to the inner man is led 
by a heavenly desire and love (CF. 1 Cor.15:49). Indeed, the soul is led by a heavenly 
love and desire when once the beauty and glory of the Word of God has been perceived, 
he falls in love with His splendor and by this receives from Him some dart and wound of 
love.101 Origen does not hesitate to clarify the Christian position that love and desire 
originate with the Word made flesh that was in the beginning.102  
Origen observes how Scripture alludes to a concept of love that is consumed by 
passion, yet disguises desire through discourses using affectionate love and loving 
affection. “Then Amnon hated her with very great hatred; so that the hatred with which 
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he hated her was greater than the affectionate love with which he had affectionately loved 
her. (2 Sam. 13:14-15).”103 He uses the example of Proverbs 4:6,8 to remind us that we 
are called to love with loving affection, “Fall in love with her, and she will keep you… 
put her around you, and she will exalt you; honor her that she may embrace you.”104 He 
marks this position of loving affection when referring to the Great Commandment by 
confirming the source of loving affection, “In the same way, then, the word loving 
affection refers in the first instance to God, and this is why we are commanded to love 
God with all our heart and with all our soul and with all our strength so that, of course, 
we may be able to love affectionately Him from whom we have this very power.”105 
Origen acknowledges that though loving affection is of God; humankind does not always 
reciprocate God’s loving affection toward the creator, let alone one another. 
 
Conclusion 
Theologians throughout history have predominantly focused on the profound and 
selfless love of God as expressed in the Greek word agape,’almost exclusively setting it 
above all other forms of love in the New Testament. Agape is defined as perfect, 
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sufficient, and freely overflowing, according to John Blevins.106 Blevins makes the point 
that “eros is ambiguous and agape is clear and incorruptible.”107 I agree with this. 
If agape is the perfect linear formula for expressing and providing a philosophical 
ground swirl for God’s love, eros provides the nonlinear, spatial constructs that speak to 
our hearts and envelop us with the warmth of knowing and feeling God’s love and 
reciprocating that love. 
Through the ages, Christianity has struggled to acknowledge the breadth and 
depth of eros. Pseudo-Dionysius of the fifth century provides us with a ‘user-friendly’ 
concept of eros: “The divine eros brings ecstasy so that agape belongs not to the self, but 
to the beloved…. This is why the great Paul was swept along by his eros for God and 
seized by its ecstatic power.”108 Pseudo-Dionysius’s statement provides the premise for 
reconfiguring how we understand the use of agape and eros as two sides of the same 
coin.  
 As we transition from the two-sided coin of God’s love for us and our love for 
God, one of the critical questions we need to address is, why are either of these two forms 
of love pertinent to the human condition? God’s agape and our eros response become 
insignificant unless we grapple with the purpose behind the nature of the two loves, 
which centers on the relationship that God desires to have with his creation. Hopefully, it 
is our desire to also be in relationship with God. In the following chapter, we will address 
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the nature of God’s desire to be in a relationship and how he continually invites 
humankind to be in a relationship with him. 
	  87 
Chapter 3:     
God’s Love Extended Through Divine Covenants 
In the previous two chapters, we have focused on the divine agape in contrast to 
the human response in terms of eros. When engaging those two philosophical and 
theological constructs in comprehending our relationship with God and God’s 
relationship with us, it is important that we reflect on that relationship from a Judeo-
Christian perspective, being mindful that God is the initiator of the relationship. God 
initially established his relationship with Adam and Eve at the embryonic stage of 
creation, but God further develops his relationships by establishing covenant connections 
with the Hebrew people as a nation and extending that covenant relationship through 
Jesus.  
 This chapter will focus on the covenants YHWH established with the Hebrew 
people. YHWH’s desire to be in relationship in revealing his agape is exhibited by his 
establishing covenants.. The final covenant expressed in the New Testament extends the 
covenant relationship beyond the scope of the Hebrew people through the promises made 
by Jesus at the Last Supper. The initiation of the covenants established by YHWH derive 
from his desire to be in relationship with creation as well as to initiate a reciprocal 
response.  
 
Purpose of Biblical Covenants  
 To begin to understand the significance of the covenant relationships that YHWH 
establishes with Israel and Judah, we need to first define the nature and meaning of the 
types of covenants that were applicable and relevant for application between YHWH and 
the Hebrew people. Hebrew theologian David Dean makes the observation that when 
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referring to covenants, one party obligates oneself to perform actions on behalf of another 
party. Covenants can potentially be established between equals (parity covenant) or 
where one party has authority or superiority over another, whereby the other party is 
perceived to be inferior (suzerainty covenant).1 Each of these covenants implies that there 
is the potential for regulatory and conditional penalties. According to Dean, the Hittite 
covenant is comprised of six elements consisting of a preamble, historical prologue, 
stipulations of the covenant, an area provided in the declaration of the covenant, 
witnesses which pertain to the gods, and blessings and curses associated with the manner 
in which the parties involved maintain the covenant relationship.2 
The suzerain covenant portends that the superior provide beneficent actions on 
behalf of the benefactor. The historical relationship between the suzerain and vassal 
dictates the nature of the success of the covenant, and covenant wording is crucial in 
stipulating the expectations and reprisals for failure to live up to the standards agreed 
upon in the ‘cutting’ (making/establishing) of the covenant. The covenant’s intent was to 
to provide for mutuality and the implications were that the suzerain would have the 
vassal’s best interest as the cornerstone of the covenant relationship.3 
 The nature of the covenants in the Hebrew Scriptures, according to Old Testament 
theologian George Mendenhall, was, “a solemn promise made binding by an oath, which 
may be either a verbal formula or a symbolic action. Such an action or formula is 
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recognized by both parties as the formal act which binds the actor to fulfill his promise.”4 
The Noahic, Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic covenants were all bilateral, meaning they 
had two active participants, but the primary obligation fell upon the unilateral oath that 
the Hebrew people agreed upon as determined by YHWH. Both the Abrahamic and 
Mosaic covenants are bilateral in that YHWH and Israel have obligations to one another. 
For instance, in both the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants, if the parties addressed in the 
covenant will be faithful, YHWH will provide for all their needs and concerns. Dean 
provides a clear definition for covenant obligation verses regulation, which provides for 
clarity in understanding covenant language. “Covenant obligations indicate what each 
party obligates himself to do in the covenant. In contrast, covenant regulations are 
imposed by the suzerain upon the vassal to regulate the vassal’s behavior after he had 
entered into the covenant.”5 This distinction provides us with a clearer perspective of 
YHWH’s response to Israel when it fails to fulfill its covenant obligations. This is 
indicated in the give and take that occurs between YHWH and Israel in the cutting and 
living out of each of the covenants. 
 
Looking at Covenants Through a Prism 
 “Every Action Requires A Reaction!”6 Isaac Newton’s (1643–1727) Third Law of 
Motion is most applicable when considering the concept of God’s establishing a covenant 
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relationship with humankind, specifically the Hebrew people as recorded in the 
Scriptures. Hebrew scholar Daniel Elezar reminds us that the Hebrew Scriptures are 
presented in a dialectical format that reflects the “interplay of ideas which differ in 
emphasis, usually as a result of the context in which they are applied.” 7 The participants 
in the interplay are omnipotent and omniscient God of the Hebrew people and the 
Hebrew nation. According to Elazar, the Hebrew people conformed to a moral order, 
“tzedakah u’mishpat.”8 Created as stewards of creation, humans were to serve the creator 
for the benefit of creation and the creator. In light of this, it is imperative for us to 
understand that the Torah does not just mean ‘books of law,’ but rather provides texts for 
teaching and presents examples of narraphors that exhibit human behavior in the context 
of their relationship with YHWH. Elazar recommends that we read and study the Hebrew 
Scripture through the lens of a prism. He offers the following quote, “The Talmudic sages 
recognized that when they said that the Bible has 70 faces, it can be understood or 
explicated in many different ways.” 9 He states that a productive process when engaging 
the Scriptures is utilizing a prismatic thought rather than systematic thought, which 
derives from Greek philosophy.  
The challenge of systems thinking is that utilizing a format that relies 
predominantly on practices and principles that have an orderly flow based on deductive 
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or inductive reasoning can lead to static conclusions.10 In contrast, prismatic thinking is 
never static. Every time one views subjects through a prism, the result is varied, impacted 
by the element it is focused upon and the angle from which one views the situation and 
how light reflects on the image or subject. This method of thinking is also known as 
‘Midrash.’11  
 One of the critical elements in understanding Midrash or prismatic thinking 
requires one to understand the use and context of language. This becomes critical when 
studying the covenantal relationship YHWH establishes with the Hebrew people. The 
Hebrew word ‘shma/shamoa’ is translated ‘to hear’ in most English translations with the 
exception of the King James Version, which translates ‘to hearken.’ There is a significant 
difference between, ‘to hear’ and ‘to hearken.’ To hear involves a passive acceptance by 
the individual(s) hearing, whereas hearken implies not only hearing but also requiring 
reflection and a decision whether active or non-active.12 The covenant relationship is not 
a commandment whereby Israel is in an ‘obligatory’ relationship to conform as a moral 
responsibility; the covenant relationship provides Israel with a choice in which it can 
reflect and respond on its own accord. 
 In the Mesopotamian landscape and political structures, Israel surrounded by 
systems predominantly defined and controlled by hierarchical control, especially in 
regard to their religious relationships with godly entities. In contrast, Israel has a 
dialogical relationship understood as a partnership with YHWH, not one with constraints 
on inferior verses superior. Elazar reminds us that “The ties of the covenant are moral, 
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either between YHWH and humans or between humans under YHWH, that is to say, a 
moral promise witnessed and guaranteed by a transcendent power.”13 Now let us look 
through prismatic lenses at a few of the pronounced covenants presented in the Hebrew 
Scriptures and focus on the common threads that unite and reveal the nature of the 
covenant relationship between YHWH and the Hebrew people as it pertains to the divine 
agape and a relational passion-filled response to the divine agape. 
 
Hebrew Covenants 
The first mutual covenant established between YHWH and the Hebrew people 
was with Noah.14 The covenant YHWH established with Noah sets the tone for the 
mutual relationship between YHWH and his creation. Prismatic lenses present YHWH as 
both remorseful and comprehending the devastation he has brought on his creation. 
YHWH’s covenant with Noah presents a glimpse into a YHWH who has empathy for his 
beloved, thus the sign of the rainbow in the sky. YHWH’s expectation for his creation is 
set forth in the Noahic Covenant. YHWH’s response and action in the covenant requires 
a reaction on the part of Noah to build an altar, and YHWH provides an everlasting sign 
to confirm the covenant relationship. 
 YHWH establishes two covenants with Abram (Abraham) in Genesis. The 
profoundness of the first covenant in Chapter 12 is that YHWH establishes the covenant 
as a gift and a challenge to Abram. Here we see that the covenant begins with an action 
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requiring a reaction on the part of Abram.15 YHWH instills in the covenant a similar 
language that he established in the Noah covenant by communicating his unequivocal 
presence. Just as YHWH was active in his promise to Noah about never destroying the 
earth by flood, he commits to Abram that if he hearkens to his word he will not only bless 
him but all his descendants. YHWH provides an implied promise to a barren Abram and 
Sarai that they will have descendants, a concept that had been inconceivable up to that 
point for Abram who was approximately 75 years of age. Elazar’s point is prominent in 
this covenant; Abram must not just hear, but hearken to the word of the Lord. The 
mutuality of the relationship is constantly in the dialogue that occurs between Abram and 
YHWH, as indicated in Genesis 15:5-6, where YHWH reaffirms his covenant promise 
with Abram. 
The second covenant YHWH establishes with Abram not only required him to 
hearken to the word of the Lord, but he had to do some considerable wrestling with the 
proposed promise and consequences of this new covenant. YHWH promises to be present 
and provide for Abram and his descendants, but the nature of the sign of the covenant 
was extremely invasive yet elusive to comprehend given the biological and geriatric 
circumstances of Abram and Sarai.  
The sign of the previous two covenants that YHWH had established were 
noninvasive to the human condition, a rainbow in the heavens and a smoking oven. Now 
the stakes are raised. Abraham was to confer the covenant by agreeing to have the 
foreskin of his genitals sheered off, as well as the foreskin of all males apportioned to his 
clan. The oddity of Abraham’s response is that he is much more concerned about the 
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probability of having a child given his geriatric age of 100, and laughs at the likelihood, 
and does not seem to grimace over circumcision. Reading the text from a post-modern 
perspective, the covenant seems outlandish on various levels, but from a prismatic view 
the congenial promises of YHWH in the previous covenant enables Abraham to faithfully 
hearken to the word of the Lord.  
 The fourth covenant that YHWH establishes is with his ‘chosen’ people by means 
of his holy servant Moses after he led the Hebrew people from the bonds of slavery in 
Egypt. Moses receives the covenant on Mount Sinai. The Sinai Covenant fosters and 
reinforces the Abrahamic Covenant, reminding the Hebrew people that they are YHWH’s 
people and he is their YHWH.  
Just as Abraham had to establish himself in the land of Canaan, so too will 
YHWH’s people have to reestablish their roots in the land of Canaan, but the landscape 
has changed dramatically in nearly 400 years of slavery. YHWH foresees the challenges 
and pitfalls as well as the great influence the other nations would have on Israel, thus the 
covenant he is establishing in Sinai requires a greater sense of hearkening if they are to 
survive the journey into Canaan.16 The language of the covenant is specific and clear 
from YHWH’s perspective, yet when you shine the light on the prism for reflection, the 
pragmatism of the covenant becomes convoluted as the narraphor plays out in the 
remainder of the Torah. YHWH establishes his presence with them in the covenant as he 
reminds Israel that he is the one that heard their cry and removed them from the hands of 
their oppressors. YHWH shares in the mutuality of his covenant relationship with Israel 
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and that they remain a ‘treasured possession.’ This comment in the covenant reinforces 
for Israel that they have a personal relationship with YHWH.17  
 Grateful for what YHWH established and the recent turn of events from the past 
400 years, Israel quickly responds wholeheartedly to the covenant.18 The covenant at 
Sinai speaks volumes to the divine agape, YHWH’s desire to be in relationship with his 
beloved people. If YHWH is truly ubiquitous, then the establishment of the Sinai 
Covenant is profoundly inconceivable, on the verge of ridiculous in reference to 
YHWH’s initiation of the covenant. Through prismatic lens, YHWH is portrayed as one 
who loves his creation so scandalously that he will initiate and establish a covenant 
relationship, knowing that they will invalidate the covenant, and he will love and treasure 
them nonetheless. 
 The fifth covenant I wish to explore is the covenant that YHWH establishes with 
King David, a man after his own heart.19 YHWH not only anoints David to be king over 
Israel and Judah, but anoints his family to have an everlasting relationship with himself. 
In 2 Samuel 7:8-15, YHWH establishes a covenant with David by setting his lineage 
apart, but withdrawing him as a candidate to build his holy temple. YHWH’s 
omnipresence allows him to establish a covenant with David’s lineage that will have 
implications that far exceed the confines of a place for the people of Isreal and Judah to 
worship.20  
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The Davidic Covenant had wonderful implications for Israel and Judah. Just as 
YHWH had promised to multiply the descendants of Abraham as the stars in the sky, 
YHWH promises to provide an ancestral line from the Davidic dynasty that will be 
perpetual. The Hebrew people had seen the multiple victories of David; therefore, this 
covenant would bode well for the future of the twelve united tribes under David’s rule. 
The covenant also provided David with the understanding that he would not be the one 
who would build a house for the Lord, but confirmed that an heir to his throne would 
have the opportunity to build a glorious house for YHWH. In similar fashion, YHWH 
reminds David and his people that he has been faithful and will continue to be present 
and accountable to Israel and Judah for the duration of the Davidic dynasty.  
 The constant in each of the Hebraic Covenants with Israel is YHWH’s 
omnipresence and omnipotentance. YHWH’s covenants are a testimony of his continual 
desire to be in relationship with his people, even when knowing that they will disregard 
and sacrilegiously profane the promises to which they had agreed. Though YHWH’s 
creation may be egregious in their covenant relationship, YHWH remains proficient and 
faithful out of his scandalous adoring and agape love for that which he creates and 
establishes continual covenants to remind us of his steadfastness. 
 Jeremiah makes this point apparent when he presents Israel and Judah with the 
concept of a “New Covenant” if they would just begin to hearken their ears to hear and 
listen to the servant of YHWH.21 Jeremiah speaks to an Israel who is the midst of 
captivity once again and he draws upon the concept of the covenant that was established 
between YHWH and the Hebrew people following the exodus out of Egypt. The 
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covenant of the prophet Jeremiah is similar to that of the Sinai Covenant established with 
Moses, but radically changes the formula by clarifying that the Hebrew people have 
fallen away from the covenant established by Moses. Theologian Joshua Moon reflects 
on Jeremiah 11 as setting the stage for his new covenant oracle in chapter 34. Moon 
points out that from the beginning of the relationship between YHWH and the Hebrew 
people when he claimed them to be his own, they wrestled with the issue of fidelity.22 In 
chapter 11, verses 6 to 13, Jeremiah declares the continual and relentless acts of infidelity 
on the part of YHWH’s chosen people. Jeremiah implies that the covenant established at 
Sinai was broken due to Israel’s infidelity, from the genesis of the covenant between 
YHWH and Israel. 23 Jeremiah emphatically declares the infidelity of Israel through the 
hardening of their ears and hearts in verses 6 through 8.24  
Jeremiah in his oracle declares the profundity of YHWH’s desire to be in a 
covenant relationship yet is thwarted by his chosen people from the establishment of the 
covenant. I find Jeremiah’s words ironic when he states that from the beginning of the 
covenant relationship Israel failed to live up to their end of the bargain through their 
infidelity. Will not God’s beloved always wrestle with maintaining a fidelity relationship 
with YHWH? Throughout the biblical narrative, from the Fall of Adam and Eve and their 
infidelity in a ‘perfect garden,’ to the struggle of Israel to remain faithful, to our present 
generation, there is the constant wrestling with infidelity in our relationship with YHWH. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Joshua N. Moon, In Jeremiah’s New Covenant: An Augustinian Reading Account (Eisenbrauns, 
2011), 194, accessed October 7, 2014, EBSCO Publishing. 
23 Ibid.  
24 Jeremiah 11:6-8. 
98 
 
In YHWH’s frustration, he provides the words to Jeremiah to convey his 
heartache as a result of their infidelity in verses 9 and 10.25 If one has ears to hear, one 
can clearly heed the pain and frustration from the mouth of Jeremiah as he conveys the 
depth of YHWH’s heartache and disappointment with his beloved people. The covenant 
which YHWH established with Israel and Judah in good faith once again was broken. To 
YHWH’s dismay, Israel and Judah had chosen infidelity over fidelity in the pursuit of 
other gods. 
 Jeremiah conveys not only the reality of the predicament that Israel and Judah 
find themselves as captives to foreign nations, but also presents a scenario that props up 
YHWH’s current theological position regarding the plight of Israel and Judah and why 
YHWH has not rendered a solution to their circumstances in verses 11 to 14.26 In the 
words of the prophet, Israel and Judah have no one to blame but themselves. Israel and 
Judah created a contentious relationship between them and YHWH due to their lewdness 
and zealous pursuit of other gods. As Jeremiah so succinctly indicated, the covenant 
relationship between YHWH and his beloved was broken. The question becomes, what is 
YHWH to do? Will YHWH remain distant and allow his beloved to wallow in their 
infidelity or will YHWH once again respond scandalously in his agape love and provide 
a means to repair the broken covenant? 
 Jeremiah’s oracle in chapter 34 verses 31 through 34 reveals YHWH’s relentless, 
scandalous, unconditional love for his beloved by once again opening the door for setting 
forth another covenant with his chosen people. Unlike previous covenants, YHWH 
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declares that the covenant will be set upon their hearts and minds. This new covenant will 
be one that they will not easily slip away from and enter into infidelity. He fortifies this 
point in verse 34: “No more shall every man teach his neighbor, and every man his 
brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they all shall know Me, from the least of them to 
the greatest of them, says the Lord. For I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will 
remember no more.” The establishment of the new covenant will be so evident in the 
lives of his beloved that it will be reflected before one another’s neighbor through their 
actions, and it will have been written on their hearts and minds. YHWH is not leaving 
anything to chance in establishing the new covenant. He is going to write it upon their 
hearts and minds, emblazon it in their memories, and be at the forefront of everything 
they do so that they will not even flirt with infidelity for other gods. It is almost as if 
YHWH is informing Israel and Judah through Jeremiah that he will make himself so 
attractive, understanding, and available that there will be no reason for the eyes and ears 
of his beloved to wander off to pursue other gods.  
 
The Ultimate Covenant 
Jeremiah’s presentation of the new covenant is a perfect segue to the covenant 
that Jesus presents to his disciples during the Last Supper in the upper room.27 The final 
covenant is what I have determined as a Judeo-Christian Covenant, confirmed in the New 
Testament but rooted in the Hebrew tradition. The promise that God established with 
David was made manifest by Jesus in the midst of his disciples as he celebrated the 
Passover prior to his crucifixion and death and fulfilled in his resurrection.  
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The symbolic setting of Jesus’ celebrating the Mosaic covenant as part of the 
Passover feast was a semiotic transition for the disciples from the law of Moses to a New 
Covenant relationship. The disciples and followers of Jesus had some familiarity with the 
words of the prophet Jeremiah and the promise of a New Covenant of Israel and Judah. 
When Jesus lifts up the bread and wine before the disciples to remember the promises of 
YHWH for the Hebrew people where he claimed them out of the bondage of slavery, 
Jesus introduces a New Covenant in order to claim the whole world out of the bondage of 
sin that had separated them. 
Jesus’ presenting of the New Covenant during the Passover feast may well have 
gone over the disciples’ heads. In all likelihood, the disciples only saw the semiotic 
relationship between the Mosaic covenant and the assertion of Jeremiah’s prophecy of a 
New Covenant. The disciples may well have understood the words of Jesus that the 
Passover was a time to remember the promises of YHWH, and that hope lived in the 
oracles of Jeremiah. Unfortunately the disciples were not prepared to hear or comprehend 
the words of Jesus or for the oracle to be fulfilled in their presence. The words of Jesus 
were not only the physical fulfillment of the covenant promise proclaimed, but the 
spiritual as well, for, as promised, the words would be forever etched into the hearts and 
minds of the disciples, early followers of Jesus, and Christianity today. The relationship 
that was prophesied had now taken on flesh and blood in the incarnate God in Jesus and 
was no longer a memorial but a manifestation of a promise in their presence.  
According to the Gospel of Matthew,28 Jesus’ genealogy aligns him to be the 
realization of the New Covenant promise that Jeremiah referred to in his oracle. Jesus is 
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born of the lineage of David, which establishes him as the one to fulfill the everlasting 
covenant. From a Christian perspective, YHWH once and for all finalizes his covenant 
relationship with an all-encompassing covenant that surpasses all the previous covenants. 
The New Covenant established by Jesus at the Passover is the ultimate Hittite covenant. 
YHWH becomes the premier example of a suzerain-vassal relationship, revealing that 
there is no cost to extreme for YHWH to protect his beloved vassal, all of humankind. 
Daniel Harrington, S.J., professor of New Testament at Weston Jesuit School of 
Theology in Cambridge, Massachusetts, reminds us that, “From the perspective of 
Christian faith, Jesus is the climax of God’s covenantal relationship with humankind. 
Jesus has incarnated God’s covenant fidelity and lovingkindness.”29  
Jesus, while on the road to Emmaus following the resurrection, fortifies the oracle 
of Jeremiah by instilling the promise in the hearts and minds of the disciples as they sat 
down to eat.30 Now, the New Covenant was etched into the hearts and minds of the 
disciples. The New Covenant was beginning to take hold in the infant church and they 
now recognized the relationship with Jesus was no longer a memorial to be mourned, but 
a living relationship that burned with a passion that equipped and empowered them to 
communicate the Good News regarding the profoundness of a living New Covenant. 
 The prismatic lens through which we have looked at the Hebraic Covenants and 
now the manifestation of the final New Covenant reveals a God who has fulfilled the 
prophecy of Jeremiah and establishes an eternal relationship with all of humankind. The 
apostle Paul takes up the charge of the New Covenant by reminding the church at Corinth 
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to hold firm to the New Covenant every time they eat the bread and drink the cup. The 
covenant is truly everlasting for Paul and he reminds the audience in Corinth that they are 
to proclaim the New Covenant until he returns.31 Paul later reminds the community that 
the spirit of the covenant resides in them, and proffers them the power and sufficiency to 
live out their relationship with the Christ.32 
 
Conclusion 
 This chapter has presented the relentless nature of YHWH’s continual pursuit to 
be in relationship with his people through the establishment of various covenants. Each of 
the prominent covenants provided the Hebrew people with a bilateral relationship with 
YHWH whereby they were reminded that YHWH was their God and that they were 
unequivocally his people. The Davidic and Jeremiah covenants foretell an everlasting 
promise that is seemingly unconditional, suggesting that YHWH will maintain his 
relationship with the Hebrew people no matter how far they stray. Jeremiah presents the 
oracle of a new covenant in order to convey that despite their continual infidelity, 
rejection, and idolatry, YHWH still holds firm to his promise.  
 The final covenant in the New Testament, presented by the incarnate God in Jesus 
at the Last Supper, appends flesh and blood to the eternal covenant presented by 
Jeremiah. The manifestation of the New Covenant in Jesus provides Christianity with a 
scintillating understanding of God’s desire to be in a relationship and his relentless nature 
to maintain his relationship with us.  
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 The question becomes, how then do we begin to respond to such a love as 
exhibited by God? How then do we respond to God’s agape love for us? The face of the 
God coin is clear: agape represents God’s love for us. I do not believe that it is humanly 
possible to love God or each other with an agape love, but as I suggested in chapter two, 
we can begin to take seriously what it means to love God with a eros-embedded love. 
Such a love may enable us even dare to fall in love with God. How does one engage in 
such a relationship with God? Are we willing to give ourselves to the best of our ability 
back to God in order to have a bilateral covenant relationship? God’s love for us is 
beyond our human comprehension, but can we begin to respond to God’s invitation to be 
in relationship with him? Let us explore by looking at our relationship with God through 
a prismatic lens that invites us to begin to invest in God’s desire to be in relationship with 
us by pragmatically living out our understanding of God as a relationship we would 
establish with another individual.
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Chapter 4:      
Dare to Enter Into A Relationship with God 
Introduction:  Do We Need to be in Relationships?  
Prior to pursuing the dating metaphor, let us not bypass the implied question of 
what it means to be in a relationship. If we can answer yes to our need for a relationship, 
then we can focus on the dating metaphor as a practical application for responding to 
God’s agape and his desire to be in relationship with us. Simon and Garfunkel wrote a 
song entitled, “I Am A Rock”, with verses stating that the individual in the song is an 
“island” and that is all they need. We can all admit that there are times in our lives when 
we just as soon be an “island” to ourselves, but the very nature of life calls us into 
community. We are not born in solitary environments. From the time we are conceived 
we enter into a relationship of interdependency.  
Our personal relationships, whether they are of consequence or a loose affiliation, 
require a great deal of effort, responsibility, and accountability. The nature and depth of 
our relationships are based on what we are willing to contribute to their maturity. In other 
words, what we put into the relationship should reap the benefits of our efforts. 
Relationships require our personal time, energy, and effort to be effective. Whether a 
casual acquaintance or lifelong friend, relationships require a mutual response from all 
parties involved. 
 In the previous chapter, we were reminded of our need to be in relationship with 
God and one another. In the narraphor of God, from Genesis to Revelation, God is 
continually inviting and revealing how to be in relationship with God and one another. 
Just look at the stories in Scripture that reinforce the profundity of relationships: Adam 
and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Noah and sons, Israel and Judah, and David and Johnathan, 
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just to name a few. When observing the Ten Commandments, the first three 
commandments dwell on how to be in relationship with God and the remaining seven 
provide a discretionary means to be in relationship with one another. When asked what 
the greatest commandment is, Jesus summarizes all the commandments in two sentences 
focusing on the nature of the relationship.1 There is one constant thread between the 
Hebrew Scriptures and New Testament Scriptures and that is the continual calling by 
God to be in relationship with all of creation.  
 
Love and the Imago Dei 
The divine agape is the driving force behind God’s desire to be in mutual 
relationship with creation. Theologian Paul Tillich claimed that God’s love is creating the 
derivative of eros. He defines eros as “the divine call into life embodied rationality that 
has been freely and faithfully given in and through God’s ongoing creation. Erotic love is 
the force that gives life the relational essence, that fills and empowers all of creation.”2 
The Hebrew Scriptures are rife with accounts where God reveals his bountiful 
love for the Hebrew people. God never ceases to pursue his chosen people. The division 
between God and Israel is never so extensive that God forfeits his love for his beloved. 
God calls his people into relationship and freely pours out his love. God is as faithful to 
his beloved as he expects his beloved to be faithful. Theologian Laurie A. Jungling draws 
upon God’s faithfulness toward creation and asserts that it is directly related to his free 
will to bequeath his love. Jungling states, “God’s faithfulness and God’s freedom are 
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inextricably linked to one another in the divine creativity so that faithfulness is as much a 
part of the erotic vitality of creation.”3  
The divine agape is intoxicating and intermingled in the Creation narrative, in 
“Let us make humankind in our image, after our likeness…”4 To contemplate that God 
would even consider creating us in his image foretells of a God who not only loves 
himself, he passes on his DNA unequivocally to encourage us to imitate the image of the 
creator. The divine and the creation intermingled by a spiritual DNA draws us into an 
intimate relationship extending out of the divine agape. 
God makes us the object of his agape love in conjunction with eros. The divine 
agape of God is the creative life force that informs our inward understanding of our 
relationship with God which illuminates us toward an outward action replicating the love 
of God, according to the poet Adure Lourde.5 Essayist Terry Tempest Williams portrays 
the divine agape in terms of gravity: “the magnetic pull in our bodies toward something 
stronger, more vital than ourselves.”6  
From the moment that God called us into creation in his image, he calls us into 
relationship. Created in the image of God unites us with everything and calls us into 
relationship with all that has breath. When we gaze into the mirror, we obtain a glimpse 
of the creator and envision the mystery of God as we behold the extensiveness of God’s 
creative love. Comedian Bill Cosby used to perform a routine imitating a young child 
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being amused by their body. The infant first discovers her right hand and gazes upon it 
with pure awe and amazement, then suddenly glances down to discover her left hand and 
succumbs to the awe of this discovery.  
God delights in who he is and desires through his love for us that we delight in 
whom he created us to be. When we discover the image of God in us, we embrace the 
mystery and aliveness of God’s love for us. Acknowledging the image of God in us opens 
us up to the nature of God’s love and his desire for us to be in relationship with him and 
creation.7 God not only delights in his creation and the relationship he shares with 
creation, it is imperative that we are mindful that God is the initiator of the relationship 
we share, from Adam and Eve to the present and all future relationships. 
 
Initiating Relationships 
 Were you ever the ‘new kid’ on the block? I have had the displeasure of being the 
new kid on the block a few times in my life. When I was 13, we moved from Los 
Angeles, California to McClean, Virginia. When I watched the movie, “Remember the 
Titans,” I remember feeling like the young man in the movie who just moved to Virginia 
from California. Those first few days were awkward, to say the least. My parents were 
quite frugal, being survivors of the depression, so they chose not to buy me new gym 
clothes. It was a great idea in theory, but horrible in reality. My new classmates were 
wearing blue gym uniforms and mine was kelly green! My first nickname was ‘green 
drawers.’ What a way to embark on a relationship with total strangers. What is a 13-year-
old to do, get all offended and become a recluse or laugh at oneself and find ways to 
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build relationships? Being an extrovert and enjoying athletics, I was able to forge my way 
by establishing new friendships on the athletic field. In addition to my enjoyment of 
sports, we happened to move into a community of town houses that afforded me the 
opportunity to meet and build friendships with those youth living in that housing 
community.  
 In the winter of 1973, I met Christopher W. Not only did we share the same name, 
we both had an affinity for all sports. When we were not playing sports, we were 
collecting trading cards or watching them on television. Over the next year and a half we 
were nearly inseparable; he even helped me to change how I attended to my studies, 
though he did not know it at the time.  
When I moved back to California, we made a pact to see each other the following 
summer. He flew to Los Angeles and we spent two of the best weeks of my senior high 
years. When I graduated from college, I returned the favor and visited him in Virginia. 
Following that visit, I would go on to graduate school in Berkley at Pacific Lutheran 
Theological Seminary. Sadly, through my studies and constant moving around, my dear 
friend Chris and I became separated.  
I attempted to find him over the internet to no avail. As fate would have it after 17 
years of no communication, I happened to take my daughter to the orthodontist. As I was 
checking out his degree, I noticed that he had graduated from the same university as 
Chris. I had tried to contact him through the university, but I was not an alumnus so my 
attempt was foiled. After a few visits and establishing a relationship with the 
orthodontist, I got up the courage to ask him if he could obtain a current address and 
phone number. During my next visit he handed me the data I had desired. I went and put 
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it on my desk at work, and stared at it for weeks. I finally got the courage to call and 
Chris answered. I told him who I was and it was as if the past 17 years had been like a 
day. Our relationship picked up as if no time had passed! 
 Why were Chris and I able to pick up where we left off after such a long hiatus? 
We were willing to put in the time, energy, and commitment at the beginning of the 
relationship that has stood the test of time. That is the very point I would like us to 
explore as we look at ways we can pursue an attainable, meaningful, and authentic 
relationship with God, the creator and sustainer of the universe! 
 
Journey to a Blind Date with God 
The journey we have traveled thus far has taken us from presenting a two-sided 
love coin with the ultimate Greek word for love, agape, on the obverse side of the coin, 
and the seldom used Greek word eros on the reverse side. In the first two chapters, we 
discussed the inference of God’s desire to be in a relationship, and in the previous 
chapter, we dwelled on the means by which God established his relationship with 
creation through covenants. The purpose of the first three chapters was to establish the 
theological concept of how much God loves humankind with an unconditional, selfless 
love through agape and his love beckons a response with a passionate love that we have 
suggested as eros.  
How does one begin to contemplate and establish a proclivity to love God back in 
a manner that is faithful to the love that he has exhibited through his covenants and Jesus 
the New Covenant? As I have pondered that question over the years, I came to the 
revelation that we need to not just love God or love Jesus, but rather we need to 
contemplate falling in love with God as we would another individual. From the beginning 
110 
 
of creation, God has desired to be in relationship with his creation. Therefore, it seems 
that we would address our faith in God in terms of a realistic relationship. Contemplating 
that concept, it led to reflecting on how one enters into human relationships, and what the 
process is that we use to determine the nature of the relationship. Jesus implies that his 
followers are his bride, as he alludes to in his parables, therefore implying that our 
relationship is similar to a matrimonial love affair with Jesus. When Jesus speaks to the 
disciples of John the Baptist in Matthew 9:15, he infers that he is the bridegroom. In 
addressing the Pharisees in Luke 5, he asserts that he is the bridegroom and that one day 
the groom will be removed from the bride.8 The words of Jesus lead one to presume that 
if Jesus is the bridegroom, there must be a bride. Who, therefore, is the bride to the 
bridegroom? Paul surmises in his letter to the Ephesians in chapter 5 that as followers of 
Jesus, we are his bride and this should be reflected in how we adhere to our 
responsibilities as spouses.9  
 The image of the church as the bride of Christ has been a wonderful metaphor in 
understanding our relationship with Jesus. Is it not presumptuous of Paul to assert that as 
members of the body of Christ as the church, that we are somehow mysteriously married 
to Jesus without determining how one enters into this matrimonial bliss? Did we one day 
wake up to discover that we were married to Jesus, as when Jacob discovered that he was 
married to Leah instead of Rachel? (Genesis 29:25) What steps do we take to enter into a 
matrimonial relationship with Jesus? Why would someone jump impetuously into a 
marriage relationship with God? 
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 As a pastor in the Christian church, it is my heart’s desire that everyone I 
encounter will one day to fall in love with Jesus and assume the role of his bride. This 
desire applies both to those who have a relationship with God, and those who have not 
taken the step to enter into a relationship with him. People in the church say that they 
‘love’ Jesus and that Jesus loves them, but I wonder what that means for each individual? 
In recent years when I hear people say they love Jesus, I want to ask them, “But are you 
in love with Jesus as he is in love with you?” This has led me to ask the following 
question, “Why would someone want to have a matrimonial relationship with Jesus and 
how would one develop such a relationship?”  
In contemplating those two questions over the past ten years, I have arrived at a 
new metaphor in how we encounter God and develop a relationship which could lead to 
becoming his bride. The metaphor centers around a dating principle whereby one begins 
by going on a blind date with God, then determining if they want to continue in the dating 
process. As the relationship evolves, they decide to become engaged and ultimately make 
the final commitment to become his bride. I believe that this metaphor is applicable for 
the unchurched, de-churched, and churched individuals who struggle with their 
relationship with God. The dating process allows for an individual to grow in their 
relationship with God from friends (philein) to becoming in love with God (eros), 
whereby we become his bride and respond to his love with a passion that is shared 
between a lover and a beloved as implied by the writer of the Song of Songs. 
 After my encounter with God in 2010, as He looked into my eyes and I gazed 
back into His, I knew how much I was in love with God and how much he was in love 
with the world. I have always had a passion for my relationship with Jesus, but now it has 
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become imperative to discover a means to invite people to (re)discover a passion for God 
in their own lives. I have interviewed pastors, lay people, de-churched, unchurched, and 
atheists, inquiring how they might pursue a relationship with God. ( I did not use Jesus so 
that I would not alienate anyone I was interviewing or who may be of a different faith 
persuasion.) The prevailing response by churched individuals was that there was little or 
no passion in their faith life; this was also the perception of the unchurched I interviewed. 
There may be glimpses of passion, but no sustained elements of passion in their personal 
or corporate expression of faith. Following their responses I inquired if they would 
consider accepting an invitation to reflect on what it means to have a sincere and 
meaningful relationship with God?  Then I inquired as to how the following metaphor 
might revise their approach to God?  Then I asked people to consider the metaphor of 
falling in love with God through the lens of (re)encountering their relationship by going 
on a blind date(s), dating, engagement, and finally committing to be becoming a bride of 
God, they were intrigued and challenged and often parlayed the thought of revisiting 
what it meant to be in relationship with God. 
 I was conversing with an agnostic that I do business with on occasion, trying to 
reintroduce him to seeking a relationship with God. For one reason or another he became 
disenfranchised with the Christianity and walked away from the relationship. As we have 
come to know one another, and I had shared my theory, he shared some personal 
information about how much he loved his girlfriend. I asked him if he just came into the 
relationship or had they been serious for a while? He admitted that they had been dating 
for some time. I told him, “Just as your relationship with your girlfriend evolved, you 
might want to consider going on a blind date with God, and discern whether you want to 
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date and possibly fall in love with God.” At which point I expected him to hang up the 
phone, but to my surprise, he wanted to know more about how one was to go on a blind 
date with God. His response was quite common among all the discussions and interviews 
I have had with individuals over the past three years. In the ensuing pages and chapters, I 
will expound upon the dating metaphor and how it is applicable to deepening our 
relationship with God for those who need a nudge to reinvigorate their relationship as 
well as for the unchurched and those who fall somewhere in between. 
 
Blind Date  
Of all the types of dating, the most challenging is the blind date! There are so 
many wild cards in going on a blind date. For instance, are you going on a blind date to 
help out a friend who desperately needs your assistance? Has a friend set you up because 
you haven’t been on a date since the beginning of the millennium? Maybe you are too 
shy to ask anyone and you have well-meaning friends who are just trying to help you out. 
Nonetheless, blind dates are truly an experience with results that can range from a match 
made in heaven to one from hell. 
My one and only blind date was set up by a friend. When I was working at Bob’s 
Big Boy in the 1970s, a coworker talked me into going on a blind date. He had met a girl 
and the only way she would go out with him was if he would set up a date for her friend. 
Therefore, he pleaded with me to do him this one favor. Being naïve and an amiable 
person, I said yes. Well the date came and went, my friend and the girl became an item, 
and my date and I had a nice time but there were no sparks or fireworks. We both did a 
good turn for our friends but there was no desire for either of us to see one another in the 
future. 
114 
 
 Blind dates provide many challenges. They create such an awkward event for 
most people and that is why people dread the thought of being a guinea pig. In today’s 
culture with the advent of online dating sites, we can lessen the awkwardness of blind 
dates by signing up for one the many e-dating services. The online services provide 
assistance in diminishing the difficulty of a blind date. They have participants fill out 
applications with assorted questions about your favorite color and food; your interests, 
hobbies, faith, and religious beliefs; as well as a video or picture. Individuals who sign up 
for the service can scroll through the various options once the online matchmaker 
concludes its data configuration. Just like an old-fashioned blind date, where we attempt 
to acquire as much information from the person setting us up with regard to the date. 
Today online dating sights provides information prior to meeting through electronic 
means:  text, instagram, email or phone conversations. You probably know more of them 
than you actually truly know them. Once you face the situation and go on your date, 
though you may have some information about the person, it still has not changed from a 
traditional blind date, except you have a few conversation starters based on what you 
learned through the survey results, virtual encounters, and what they told you about 
themselves. True discovery about the other person does not occur until you have that first 
physical encounter. The results may often be the same as the days of old when a friend 
has twisted your arm into meeting their friends. The reality is that not all the wonderfully 
worded surveys, smooth sounding words on the telephone, texts, and emails can make 
that person right for you!  
 The commercials for the online dating services entice us to sign up because they 
show us the success stories. The reality is that blind dates and e-dates each have their 
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own fear factor; it all depends on how we respond to the person we meet. Once the date is 
over, we have to ask ourselves one key question: do I really want to get to know this 
person? If the answer is yes, then it will require additional dates, encounters, and 
experiences with the individual in order to become familiar with them. The follow-up 
question is how deep of a relationship do I desire? How much am I willing to invest in 
the next steps of the relationship and vice versa? 
 
Blind Date with God  
 Our initial encounter with God can be parallel to a blind date. When we first 
encounter God, what do we really know about Him? What type of information do we 
have about God that would give us a desire to want to become more familiar with him on 
a deeper level, in order to desire to be in a relationship, and to put our trust in him? That 
may seem like an absurd question, but when you think about it, our initial encounter with 
God is not that much different than a blind date. 
 I am going to presume that most people know what it is to experience a blind 
date. I realize that each of us has been introduced to God through different means and 
media. The marketing of God is all around us, whether you turn on the television or radio 
or search the web, you will discover various opportunities to learn about God. Our initial 
introductions to God may have been set up initially by people who have a relationship 
with God and have a desire for us to share in a similar experience. In other situations, 
life’s circumstances are altered through events, such as tragedies, change in status, or just 
a sudden curiosity about God, where they find themselves asking what I call ‘the God 
questions.’  
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 About two years ago, an individual became part of our faith community who had 
been a devout atheist for the past 30 years. In the midst of working through a 12-step 
program by studying the “Big Book” of Alcoholics Anonymous, he showed up on the 
steps of the church prior to an A.A. Meeting. As we conversed, he was asking a multitude 
of “God Questions,” unsure of who God was, let alone what it meant to be in relationship 
with Jesus. At the end of our conversation, I invited him to go on a “blind date” with God 
by checking out the church. He said he would. He was reluctant for a few weeks, but 
finally he went on that ‘blind date’ in hopes of finding his truth, as he put it. Over the past 
two years, God has allowed me to nudge him in ways he might want to explore what it 
means to have a relationship with God. He is now seriously dating God, and is learning 
what it means to be loved by God in Jesus and to love Jesus. All because he was willing 
to go on a blind date with God. 
 
Three Biblical Blind Date Scenarios 
The invitation of Jesus to Levi (Matthew) to come an follow him is one of the 
most intriguing acts of Jesus, because of Levi’s occupation as a tax collector and with 
whom he chose to associate. Chapter 2 of the Gospel of Mark provides a glimpse into the 
awkward first hours Levi had after he chose to go on a ‘blind date’ with Jesus.10 We often 
read this text and focus on the eagerness and faithfulness of Levi to leave his lucrative tax 
collecting and follow Jesus, and then dwell on the response of Jesus to the Pharisees. Let 
us look through the eyes of Levi for a moment. His very first encounter with Jesus, his 
‘blind date,’ so to speak, is not one to remember. The scene moves immediately from the 
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tax table to Levi’s willingness to go with Jesus to a dinner engagement with his 
colleagues, Jesus, and some unexpected guests, the Pharisees. The date was probably 
going well until the Pharisees showed up to challenge Jesus about daring to eat with 
sinners, specifically the present dinner guests, including Jesus’ date. Can you imagine 
what was going through Levi’s mind as this confrontation escalates, all because he 
decided to accept Jesus’ invitation to go on a date? This may not have been the most 
memorable moment with Jesus, but it would definitely be a demarcation of how his life 
had suddenly changed by going on a blind date with Jesus. 
Jesus’ encounter with the woman at the well in John’s gospel portends of a blind 
date. Jesus discovers he is not alone at Jacob’s well, but is joined by a Samaritan woman. 
Unlike his encounter with Levi, and the unsettling discussion and accusations by the 
Pharisees, and subsequent turn of events, the woman is in awe of Jesus. She admires his 
wisdom and foreknowledge about her present and past life experiences. Her date with 
Jesus begins with intrigue about Jesus coming to the well with nothing to draw water and 
she offers to help him initially, yet it is Jesus who opens her up to receive living water. 
The date has its challenges as well, as Jesus confronts the woman with her present 
situation.11 Jesus leaves no stone unturned in his initial encounter. At this juncture in the 
date, it could have deteriorated, but the woman remains intrigued and becomes so 
enthralled with Jesus that she returns home to tell everyone about Jesus and invites him to 
stay. (John 4:39-42) As awkward as this date appears at the outset, it was a success 
because Jesus met the woman where she was and enabled her to go where she needed to 
go on her spiritual journey.  
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Jesus being aware of the needs of the woman at the well and the struggles in her 
personal life becomes pivotal when in inviting someone to go on a blind date with God. 
Like Jesus, it is important for us to be aware of where the individual is in order to 
establish the best scenario for inviting the person to go on a blind date with God. For 
example: What has transpired recently in their life? What types of religious encounters 
and understandings do they have regarding God and faith?   It may be necessary to 
explore with individuals possible obstacles that prevent them form seeking a relationship 
with God. 
The third blind date is similar to the calling of Levi. In this instance, Jesus is 
walking down the streets of Jericho when he sees Zacchaeus in a tree, tells him to come 
down, and invites himself to go to his house for a dinner ‘date.’12 What a blind date for 
Zacchaeus; he just wanted to see this Jesus, and Jesus not only sees him but beckons him 
to come down and go to his house for dinner. The religious witnesses, in their envy, 
ridicule Jesus for the company he keeps and Zacchaeus, in his shame, offers to make 
retribution for all the money he has taken. Zacchaeus just wanted a glimpse of Jesus and 
ends up going on an awkward blind date with him that would transform his life. 
 
Why Would Someone Go On a Blind Date With Jesus? 
 I recently attended a Univeristy of Southern California football game at the Los 
Angeles Coliseum. There were people standing at the gate entrances with huge yellow 
signs stating: “Sinners Repent”, “Jesus Loves You”, “God’s Wrath”, “Accept Jesus 
Now”, etc., which had me questioning why would someone say yes to Jesus through 
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threats. This brought be back to wondering if, in our desire for people to know Jesus, we 
(Christians) are asking the wrong questions to the de-churched and unchurched, and are 
being disappointed when people just keep on walking, as they did at the football game. In 
our twenty-first century culture, being a part of an experience, whether live or virtual, has 
become paramount. If we are going to invite someone on a blind date with God, we need 
to offer people an opportunity to encounter God on their terms through a natural 
experience versus being told that if they do not say yes to God, they are doomed to 
eternal separation from God.  
 
Conclusion 
People in today’s culture are not so keen on going on a blind date with God, 
especially if that date involves going to a worship service. According the Barna Group, 
only 47% of those who are unchurched would be agreeable to being invited by a friend to 
going on a blind date with God at a church service.13 Individuals may have no desire to 
be introduced to God by going to church, but may be open to such an invitation through 
another avenue that does not involve a worship service. When individuals encounter a life 
changing event that lead them to ask ‘God questions,’ they may be availing themselves 
for an encounter with God. Such events may include a personal tragedy or calamity, a 
change in life experience, a personal event whereby an individual may begin to ask 
questions about why God allowed that event to happen, and even question the existence 
of God. How could there be a God who allows all these terrible things happen to good 
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people? These experiences can lead us to reject any possible relationship with God or 
they can lead one on a quest to go on a ‘blind date’ with God. That is why it is imperative 
that prior to inviting individuals to go on a ‘blind date’ with God, we become perceptive 
as to where that person might be physically, mentally, and spiritually. I believe that these 
factors will help one ascertain the most logical experience for a ‘blind date’ with God. 
Such ‘blind dates’ as a worship service that is uplifting, a guest speaker whose topic may 
be addressing issues your potential invitee may be facing, maybe a fun event where the 
person can encounter and engage people of faith expressing joy, or a servant event that 
speaks to an individual’s moral position, such as Habitat for Humanity, Crop Walk, 
feeding the homeless, etc. These provide a natural segue to seeing God at work in the 
people of God. The question to be considered is: “Do I want to know more about God or 
do I just want to pursue my own path and move on with my life without him?” 
 If the answer is yes, then you are now moving into the second step in your 
relationship with God. You have now decided that you want to get to know God, at least 
casually. What you are admitting is that you are willing to go on additional dates with 
God to discover how serious a relationship with Him you truly desire. 
Blind dates, for better or worse, have built into them a certain degree of intrigue 
and excitement. They always are on the ground floor of initiating the relationship, but the 
further development of the relationship is determined by the interest of the parties 
involved and whether they desire to pursue the relationship. As in the case of Levi, 
Zacchaeus, and the woman at the well, they each desired to go deeper in their relationship 
with Jesus and followed him or, as I would say, chose to date him in order to know him 
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more deeply. In the subsequent chapters, we will look at what is entailed in going deeper 
with God. 
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Chapter 5:      
Dating God? 
Introduction 
 Over the past 30 years as a pastor, I have had the pleasure of working with 
couples and having the opportunity to officiate at their weddings. The most challenging 
aspect of those weddings is that about 50% of the couples have since divorced for one 
reason or another. I want to blame myself for not preparing them better for the gift of 
marriage. In reflecting on a myriad of couples I have helped to prepare for marriage, I 
have wondered if it would have been advantageous to spend some quality time 
addressing their dating life prior to their decision to marry. Reflecting on the progression 
of their relationship from the time they first met, from liking one another, to knowing that 
there is a loving bond between them.  
 In this chapter, we will focus on the factors involved in developing a healthy 
dating relationship with God through our human dating experiences and draw similar 
parallels in building a relationship with God. A portion of the chapter will focus on the 
movement from liking to an awareness of a loving bond. We will draw upon the 
professional insight of psychological frameworks, other documented resources, as well as 
theological perspectives that pertain to biblical accounts where God nurtures us from 
knowing about God to developing a bond of love and some examples we find in the 
Scriptures. 
 
Psychological Framework for Dating 
 “The Family Jouranl: Counseling and Therapy for Couples and Families” 
provides excellent insight on developing healthy relationships. In an article written by 
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Louisa and Louis De La Lama and Ariana Wittgenstein, entitled, “The Soul Mates 
Model: A Seven-Stage Model for Couple’s Long-Term Relationship Development and 
Flourishing,” offers an outline for developing sustainable relationships.1 Their model for 
healthy human relationship development, when modified, is applicable to formatting a 
means of developing a loving sustainable relationship with God. 
 The seven stages that the De La Lama’s and Wittgenstein present consist of: (1) 
Dating; (2) Commitment; (3) Intimacy; (4) Building a life; (5) Integrating the shadow, 
rising from the square; (6) Renewal; and (7) Soul mating completion, flourishing, and 
sustainability.2 (See Appendix 1) Each of the stages following stage one requires a 
personal inventory, self-retrospection, and evaluation of where one acknowledges their 
status in the relationship. In reviewing their model and the manner in which they define 
what occurs during each of the stages, it provides merit for those who desire to have a 
sustainable loving relationship with God.  
 The De La Lamas and Wittgenstein use the stages as building blocks, each stage 
representing a greater commitment in the relationship, which implies the forging of a 
marital bond. I suggest that stages 2 and 3 provide evaluative tools to strengthen the 
relationship of couples who are dating prior to becoming engaged. These two stages can 
be applied in how individuals pursue a relationship with God. The use of the Greek love 
word philein, which implies a recognition of obligation,3 pertains to growing in our 
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understanding of God and the love he exhibits. Learning to understand and utilizing 
personal and corporate inventories during dating will provide significant comprehension 
of the relationship and strengthen areas that otherwise may become entangled or possibly 
cause the relationship to self-destruct. 
 As we enter into a relationship with God and we begin to engage in faith activities 
such as going to worship and attending faith functions, we begin to grow in our love for 
God. As our relationship progresses, there may be underlying questions that one may 
never ask for fear that they might be considered unfaithful or a poor example of someone 
who ‘allegedly’ believes in God. I would contest this understanding, and invite people 
who are on a faith journey to allow themselves to not shy away from difficult questions 
about faith and what it means to be in relationship with God. In stage two, the De La 
Lamas and Wittgenstein stipulate that couples should ask “what are we about and what 
do we want to be about?”4 These are extremely invaluable questions for those who have 
entered into a relationship with God. Over the years, people of faith have assumed that 
once you say yes to Jesus, your course is set for life if you follow the Christian path as 
outlined by Christian dogma and the Scriptures. However, if we are to have a sustainable, 
loving relationship with Jesus, I believe the two questions posed by the De La Lamas and 
Wittgenstein are critical when entering into a relationship with God. In fact, no matter 
how mature our relationship with Jesus might be, it is important to evaluate what it means 
to follow Jesus and what Jesus needs from me in the relationship. These two questions, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Luisa Batthyany De La Lama, Luis De La Lama, and Ariana Wittgenstein, “The Soul Mates 
Model: A Seven-Stage Model for Couple’s Long-Term Relationship Development and Flourishing,” The 
Family Journal 20, no. 3 (2012): 288, accessed August 30, 2014, doi:10.1177/1066480712449797. 
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and similar, enabling us to be mindful that we are not in a unilateral but bilateral 
relationship with God.  
In the calling of Nathanael in the Gospel of John chapter 1, he questions what it 
might mean to follow Jesus, whom Philip is inviting him to come and see, “And 
Nathanael said to him,’Can anything good come out of Nazareth?’” (John 1:46) As 
Nathanael enters into his dating relationship with Jesus, he is clear that he has questions 
and he is not afraid to present them. Jesus answers his questions before he has the 
opportunity to ask and comprehends that Nathanael is inquisitive as he decides to follow. 
Jesus’ words to Nathanael as he greets him make this point clear. “Jesus saw Nathanael 
coming toward Him, and said of him, ‘Behold, an Israelite indeed, in whom is no 
deceit!’“ (John 1:47) Jesus comprehends that Nathanael needs to inquire and evaluate 
what is entailed in following him.  
 
Jesus Clarifies What It Means to Be in Relationship with Him 
Jesus was continually reminding his followers what it meant to be in relationship 
with him. Jesus constantly set goals and presented the mission to the disciples as the De 
La Lamas and Wittgenstein suggest is stage 2 of a relationship. Jesus presented the 
disciples with what it meant to follow him and what was expected of them; whether they 
were on the same page with Jesus is for another discussion. For example, Jesus urged the 
disciples to pray that God will deliver the workers to assist in the work to be done 
(Matthew 9:35-38); He taught that they should seek inner purity and not be boastful 
(Matthew 15:1-20, Mark 7:1-23); Jesus was clear about preparing them for his death 
(Luke 9:21-27, Matthew 17:22-23, Mark 10:32-34); Jesus enlightens them of the cost of 
following him (Luke 9:51-62); Jesus informs them of the necessity for prayer (Luke 
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11:14-28, Mark 11:20-26); Jesus lays out the importance of repentance and forgiveness 
of sins (Luke 13:1-9, 17:1-10).  
Living up to the expectations and mission of Jesus is easier said than done. Case 
in point, in March 2014, I had the opportunity to baptize a young man. During the 
message, I reminded him that this day was extremely special, but Monday was coming 
and the world may not be as receptive to his declaration of faith. Much like the disciples, 
he was confused and asked me what I meant after the service. I reminded him that 
following Jesus does not mean the road becomes easier, but is filled with potholes and 
challenges. The following Monday, he called and informed me that he had lost his job. 
Jesus attempted to prepare the disciples for the road less traveled as well as informing 
them of his expectations and vision for them. 
I wonder if the disciples ever evaluated where they stood in their relationship with 
Jesus. Upon reflection, one would think that Peter, James, and John might have evaluated 
where they were in their relationship, for they were often called upon to be alone with 
Jesus (Mark 9:2-11) or attend special situations (Mark 5:37, 14:33). In fact, it appears 
that James and John never took the time to honestly evaluate their relationship with Jesus 
or if they did so, they overestimated their value when they request Jesus to give them 
preferential treatment when he takes his place on his ‘kingdom’ throne. (Mark 10:35-45) 
Once we move beyond our initial encounter with Jesus and we draw closer in our 
relationship, we may begin to acknowledge that we love Jesus and Jesus loves us. We can 
look at the nature of the intimacy we share with him and evaluate how our life evolves 
from knowing him. Are we prepared to create a ‘loving’ bond with Jesus, similar to that 
which he established with his disciples? This becomes critical in the maturation process, 
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for some Christians retain a childlike mentality in their conception of their relationship 
with Jesus. I know a person who is mature in age and when receiving communion they 
respond, “Jesus loves me,” but I wonder if they have they moved beyond the children’s 
song, “Jesus Loves Me”5 to “I Love Jesus?” If people were to internalize the verses that 
follow verse one, they would see the intimacy that Jesus desires to share with his 
followers. The significance of intimacy in our relationship with Jesus and one another is a 
critical component in developing a sustainable relationship. This is stage 3 of “The Soul 
Mates Model’s Seven Stages and Their Tasks,” stressing the importance of developing 
intimacy, which leads us into the next session. 
 
Discovering Intimacy in the Dating Relationship 
 As relationships evolve, individuals begin to make commitments and become 
accountable to the other person in light of those commitments. In this portion of the 
relationship, couples begin to discover the balance between autonomy and quality time 
with the other person, which provides the framework for stability and developmental 
growth in the relationship.6 It is at this stage that I would suggest that the relationship has 
progressed from liking one another to the genesis of building a loving bond whereby 
specific attributes of one another are acknowledged and appreciated. This is where the 
Greek word philein7 becomes a factor in the relationship. This is how Peter understood 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Anna B. Warner and David R. McGuire, “Jesus Loves Me,” Lyrics, Jesus Loves Me, accessed 
October 28, 2014, http://library.timelesstruths.org/music/Jesus_Loves_Me/. 
6 Luisa Batthyany De La Lama, Luis De La Lama, and Ariana Wittgenstein, “The Soul Mates 
Model: A Seven-Stage Model for Couple’s Long-Term Relationship Development and Flourishing,” The 
Family Journal 20, no. 3 (2012): 288, accessed August 30, 2014, doi:10.1177/1066480712449797.288. 
7 Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament: Abridged in One 
Volume (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdsmans, 1985), 7. 
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his relationship with Jesus when Jesus asks him three times if he loves him in  
John 21:15-17. It is at this stage in the relationship that the De La Lamas and 
Wittgenstein suggests that intimacy evolves. Their research points to intimacy involving 
our minds, emotions, how one derives a new personal sense of meaning, spiritual 
development and self-transcendence, which leads to how they explore and map out this 
stage of their relationship.8 This portion of the relationship requires critical self-
reflection, and self-revelation in which they are to communicate with their partner. As 
they begin to connect the dots of their personal landscape, they are able to navigate the 
landscape of their identity in the relationship.9  
 This definition of intimacy at this juncture in the relationship provides an 
opportunity for self-evaluation and creating mutuality of what each person brings to the 
relationship and presents a clear and healthy understanding of what it means to be a 
couple. This puts the onus of the bond on each individual to communicate honestly with 
one another. This is a critical developmental stage to design a relationship with a priority 
focused on communication.10 As each individual becomes comfortable with the status of 
the relationship, and they are able to communicate, define who they are and begin to 
identify the progression of the relationship, there is a sign of a loving bond developing 
and it provides for the opportunity for ‘the L word’ to be exchanged between the parties.  
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What does love look like at this point in the relationship? Love in our English 
language has multiple connotations, but one word, whereas the Greek has multiple 
categorizes for love. Throughout the text I have tried to identify love through a Greek 
understanding, but now for the purpose of defining what the criteria for love might be I 
will refrain from the Greek definitions and reflect on the all-encompassing word for love 
in English.  
 
Triangular Theory of Love  
 Psychologist Robert Sternberg proposed a triangular theory of love that suggests 
that there are three components of love: intimacy, passion, and commitment.11 When 
those elements are combined, they reveal the various forms of love. I believe that 
Stenberg’s three components of love, intimacy, commitment, and passion, are significant, 
but I would suggest a fourth component, trust, that I will expand upon in the second set of 
illustrations contrasting Stenberg’s three components. I would argue that if a loving 
relationship is built on only one of the three components, the longevity of the relationship 
is destined to topple. If we use the geometric shape of the triangle as a pictorial image, 
we can see how these three components work in establishing love in a relationship 
according to Stenberg. The following illustrations present Stenberg’s theory utilizing the 
combinations that work best to develop the strongest bonds in a loving relationship.   
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Figure 1 Figure 2                               Figure 3 
 
  
 
 
 
 
Sternberg’s theory states that relationships built on two or more elements are 
more enduring than those relationships based upon a single component. 12 I liken this to 
the three shapes of triangles that I have presented to develop Stenberg’s theory one step 
further. When a relationship is based on only one of the three components, we can see 
how difficult it would be to balance a relationship set on only one point; unless one is a 
magician! (See Figure 1) I am using an inverted equilateral triangle to illustrate the 
difficulty of attempting to balance it while sitting on just one point. Relationships that 
begin with passion, intimacy, or commitment alone will have a difficult time sustaining 
love in the relationship; it will require one of the other components.  
In Figure 2, the use of the Isosceles triangle helps to illustrate that at least two 
angles are equal in order to represent a stable base. Drawing from this analogy, if a 
relationship has at least two of the components that Stenberg says are essential in love, 
we can see the how they can establish a solid foundation for a relationship. I would argue 
that intimacy and commitment should be the foundation of this second illustration, with 
passion being the third, and least important, component. In the case of an isosceles 
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triangle, the third angle is less than the two base angles, thus the strength of the 
relationship relies on the base angles. That is why the two base components are 
surrounded by solid lines and the third component at the top of the isosceles triangle is a 
dotted line. The dotted line indicates that this third component may have a lesser value, 
but is still necessary in establishing and sustaining love in the relationship. 
Figure 3 is an equilateral triangle, to imply that to have the best opportunity at a 
sustainable relationship based on Stenberg’s theory, all three components must be present 
to create the consummate love.13  
I would depart from Stenberg’s theory in that he does not specify a hierarchy 
regarding the three essentials which make up consummate love. Over the past 30 years, I 
have had the opportunity to work with all forms of relationships where people have 
claimed they loved one another. More times than not, the two initial missing components 
were intimacy and trust.  People often misconstrue intimacy for sexual relations, but 
intimacy is not sexual. When relationships are established, I believe, along with a number 
of psychology professionals, that they begin with an intimacy that is centered around 
communication whereby individuals have the opportunity to know each other and equip 
them to make a commitment to the relationship based on reliable information. The 
greatest downfall of relationships, whether between friends or ‘lovers,’ is when talking 
ceases. Once communication becomes destructive or ineffective, the sustainability of the 
relationship becomes extremely difficult.14  
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 Sustainable relationships need to begin with intimacy in order to develop 
commitment and allow trust to evolve as the relationship matures. When I reflect back on 
the most effective and sustainable relationships I have experienced, all of them have 
begun with intimacy. The more we allow ourselves to know one another at various levels 
of communication, the more commitment expands and passion emerges, fortifying the 
relationship. As we accommodate and nurture those commitments, trust begins to evolve. 
This can be illustrated in the following scenario. 
The woman who God brought into my life as my soul mate began with the 
strictest since of intimacy. From our first ‘date’ when I invited her and her family over 
for dinner to this day, we have talked and communicated with one another. When our 
relationship appears to be strained, it is always because we have not taken the time to 
communicate whatever challenges or situations we may be experiencing. I remember 
when our relationship was strained, we seemed to be disharmonious. One night she 
confided in me that something seemed to be missing. That night we spent many hours 
discerning what the issues were and proceeded to talk through what we perceived to be 
the problem and came to a resolution. The residual of investing in intimacy 
predominantly leads to a strengthening of the bond of love. Reflecting upon those 
experiences, I realize how all three components that Stenberg mentions were entailed in 
our resolution: intimacy, commitment, and passion, and the fourth compenent I added, 
trust, which I will discuss in the next section. 
 
Building on a Firm Foundation 
 As much as I concur with the significance of the three components that comprise 
Sternberg’s triangular theory, I would argue that it is missing a key component that is 
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Passion 
inherent in the sustaining a loving bond in relationships, one that is not always 
verbalized, but implied: trust.15 No matter how well you communicate, or how committed 
and passionate you are, without trust, you have a ‘house of cards.’ Without trust, you do 
not have a solid foundation. When you think in terms of a building, one must have a firm 
foundation in order to begin construction. The great pyramids of Ancient Egypt, the 
Mayan and Incan Temples in Central and South America and the Aztec Temples in 
Mexico, even the modern skyscrapers in the major cities around the world, all require a 
firm foundation. Those foundations are built upon a cornerstone, which is the foundation 
for what becomes a masterwork of architecture. 
 
Trust As the Cornerstone 
 When we are attempting to build a loving bond in our relationships, we need to 
build it on a firm foundation as well. I contend that is is imperative that we add trust to 
intimacy, commitment and passion. Trust is the buttress that solidifies the relationship. 
Where would you rather put your footing upon, a triangle/pyramid or a square/cube? 
Look at the following visual illustration to draw your own conclusion. 
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I prefer the firm foundation of the cube. The value of trust is so critical to the very 
nature of every form of relationship. When trust is eroded in the relationship, the future is 
tenuous at best. The diagram below reflects what is likely to happen when trust is 
invalidated and taken away from the relationship mix. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most of us have been involved in relationships where trust has been broken and we know 
the difficulty of trying to restore trust. The loss of trust in following scenario validates 
this point. 
 My Uncle Jimmy was my hero from age 6 to 14. I could not wait to get an 
invitation to go over to my Aunt Dore’s and Uncle Jimmy’s house for dinner or just to 
spend the day. He taught me the important things in life for a young boy: how to tell 
time; how to eat until you were full; how to hunt, fish, and play poker. He taught me to 
respect others and be honest in everything I did. His one flaw, which I did not understand 
as a child, was his battle with alcoholism. When he and my aunt separated, he would still 
invite me to come over on Friday nights if I finished all my homework and chores. Every 
Friday I anticipated the opportunity to visit my uncle and play poker. My mom had one 
condition for my uncle, he was not allowed to drink before I came or while I was there 
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with him. He would call early in the week to invite me, and I would sit anxiously waiting 
for the call on Friday. He did well, most of the time, and he promised me that he would 
not drink on Friday so that I could come. I trusted him more than anyone else.  
As I grew older, his promises became less and less dependable. When Fridays 
arrived, more times than I wish to admit, my mother would have to prohibit me from 
going to visit him because of his indiscretions. He had promised me that when I moved to 
Virginia, he would stop drinking and when I returned for the summer, we would go 
fishing and enjoy some of those “special” events. I could not wait to see him in the 
summer of 1974. However, his bout with alcohol would lead to his final demise when I 
was 14. I can remember that day as if it were yesterday: July 7, 1974. I felt like the 
person in the song by Don McClean, “American Pie,” it was like the day the music died 
for me with his tragic death. Everything I had believed and trusted in died that day. I had 
been disillusioned by his lies. It took me quite a while to trust another adult because I 
could not reconcile how my uncle could make such promises and forfeit all the trust we 
had established. 
 
Restoring Trust 
Trust can become a critical factor in sustaining a relationship or become the deal 
breaker when broken. I have had the misfortune of listening to people who have 
experienced one form of infidelity or another. Moving beyond the pain and regaining the 
ability to trust in one another is a tough hill to help them climb. The pain they experience 
when their trust has been violated leaves them angry and emotionally raped, becoming 
vulnerable at the hands of someone else. You can have passion, willingness to be 
intimate, and say you are committed, but if you allow trust to slip away like sand slipping 
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through your fingers, the sustainability of the relationship and the loving bond you had 
built is in jeopardy.  
Trying to restore trust is like trying to glue a broken vase back together. Once you 
glue the vase, every time you look at it you focus on the cracks and no longer see the 
beauty of the vase. When trust is broken, the person violated is always waiting for the 
other shoe to drop and the trust to be nullified. 
I have discovered the only resolution for trust to be restored in a relationship is 
T.I.M.E. (Time, Intentions, Mending, and Expectations). In order for trust to be 
reestablished, it requires time, which allows for the person who has been betrayed to see 
whether the ‘vase’ will hold water or leak. They say time heals all wounds, which is true 
for the most part, but without the other three words, intentions, mending, and 
expectations, there may never be enough time to mend quashed trust. 
The person who is attempting to restore trust must be willing to be intentional 
about their actions and words. To build trust, one must match words with actions and vice 
versa. Our actions can make a significant statement and go a long way in reestablishing 
our relationship in regard to mending trust. Words are cheap but actions speak volumes. 
The following quote by John Locke reveals the difference between thoughts and actions: 
“I have always thought the actions of men the best interpreters of their thoughts.”16 If a 
picture can speak a thousand words, actions can establish the true intentions of an 
individual and help to restore a foundation.  
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I had open heart surgery that sidelined me for four months in 2010. Many people 
sent cards and notes and said that they were going to come and see me, but many of those 
statements were mere words, well-intentioned but fell flat in follow through. Those who 
visited touched my family and me. Their intentions coupled with their actions were 
instrumental in my healing process. Intentions coupled with actions profoundly 
contribute to restoring trust.  
One of the greatest wounds we can suffer is when trust is broken. It takes time for 
wounds to mend. During the recovery from surgery, one of the greatest challenges was 
dealing with the slow healing process, internally and externally. When people visited 
following surgery would say, “You look great!”, I often replied, “Looks are deceiving.” 
The scar on the outside healed quickly, but the inside wound took months and years to 
heal. It is similar to people who are attempting to restore violated trust. They may appear 
fine on the outside, but may be inherently broken and jaded due to betrayal. Healing takes 
a great deal of patience, an ability to listen, discern, and be willing to forgive for 
restoration to occur. The reality to mending is that every wound has its scars that serve as 
a reminder of the journey one has traveled. One of the keys when looking at scars is to 
remember and learn from the journey, but do not dwell on the scar. Every time I look in 
the mirror and gaze upon my chest, I am reminded of the challenging experience, but 
give thanks to God that I am where I am today! The same can be said when recovering 
from broken trust: the scar of betrayal is present, but if the individual who is attempting 
to restore the relationship is sincere and their actions are consistent with their intentions, 
then it is up to us to accept or reject the present condition of the relationship. 
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The final part in restoring trust is our expectations of the relationship. What do we 
expect of your relationship once it has been mended? Do we expect the relationship to be 
the same as it was before the betrayal? Do we expect to be looking over our shoulder 
waiting for trust to be broken? Maybe we need to begin anew in the relationship, 
establishing expectations based on where we are today. One of the difficulties in 
recovering from open heart surgery is that you are always wondering every time you have 
pain in your chest if it is something of concern. In restoring relationships and re-
establishing trust, we have to realize that we must set new expectations and try to leave 
the past in the past and remember, “This is the day the Lord has made; we will rejoice 
and be glad in it.” (Psalm 118:24).  
The significance of trust cannot be overestimated and must be taken seriously if 
you are going to go deeper in any relationship, whether as friends, best friends, or making 
the big step to fall in love and become lifetime partners. If you desire to go deeper in a 
relationship with someone, it is critical to understand the necessity of establishing, 
nurturing, and developing trust as the core of the relationship. If you have trust as the 
basis of your foundation, your intimacy, commitment, and passion will thrive into a 
relationship that will last a lifetime.  
 
Phileo of Peter and Jesus Restores Trust  
The disciple Peter had such admiration for his relationship with Jesus. After the 
resurrection, Jesus meets Peter by the Sea of Tiberias and in his excitement, he jumps out 
the boat to greet Jesus. In Peter’s jubilation, it appears that he has displaced the thoughts 
of his denial of Jesus in Jerusalem when he could have stood and tried to exonerate him. 
(Matthew 26:69-75) Just hours before Peter’s denial, he had declared that he would never 
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desert Jesus, no matter what, even if he was the last man standing. (Mark 14: 29) Here on 
the beach is at least the third encounter between Jesus and Peter after the resurrection. 
Jesus takes Peter aside to confer the keys of the kingdom of God on earth.  “Upon this 
rock I will build my church.”  (Matthew 16:17-19).  As he did in the Matthew text, he 
calls Peter by his full name, Peter bar Jonah. The writer of the Gospel is announcing that 
something extremely important is about to take place, so stop everything you are doing 
and listen. Jesus has Peter’s undivided attention. Just as Peter denied Jesus three times, 
Jesus asks Peter three times if he loves him. In the Greek translation, the first two times it 
is recorded that Jesus asked Peter do you agape (ἀγαπᾷς) me. Peter’s responds by saying 
that he loves Jesus, but the Greek records that Peter uses phileo (φιλῶ), which pertains to 
a love that “denotes a love founded in admiration, veneration, esteem.”17  
Given the subordinate relationship Peter had with Jesus regardless of what Jesus 
promised Peter, his response is valid in how he comprehended his relationship, especially 
since he was living in the shadow of denial. In Jesus’ third question the Greek word is 
modified from agapes (ἀγαπᾷς) to philes (φιλεῖς). Peter’s response remains constant, in 
his frustration, thinking that Jesus is challenging his loyalty.  Jesus passes the torch of the 
ministry to Peter and restores him.  
 What Jesus was attempting to do by restoring Peter and what Peter was hearing 
were two different things. Despite what Peter understood, Jesus confers on him the 
authority of the church. Jesus adds an exclamation point to the conferring of Peter by 
what he says as he concludes this scene on the beach: “Most assuredly, I say to you, 
when you were younger, you girded yourself and walked where you wished; but when 
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you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another will gird you and carry you 
where you do not wish.” (John 21:18) Jesus does not want to know whether Peter loves 
him, but whether he is prepared to love him more than anything else in the world, a love 
that will move his soul to do things he had never done before or ever thought of doing, 
even sacrificing his life. This was implied in Jesus’ first question to Peter in John 21:15. 
We will address this question in chapter 6 as we discuss what it means to fall in love with 
Jesus.  
 
I Love Jesus 
 At this juncture in our relationship with Jesus, we are similar to Peter on the beach 
with Jesus. When Christians have been in a dating relationship with Jesus for a 
significant time, we would proudly respond with a smile on our face, “I phileó Jesus”. 
We are proud to say that we love Jesus and to have Jesus love us. I would suggest that 
most Christians have three of the four components of what it means to love Jesus. On the 
surface of our faith life, we exhibit our love for Jesus. We have established intimacy with 
Jesus through our prayer and devotional life. Our commitment to Jesus is seen in our 
involvement in a faith community and participating in various faith-related events. We 
attempt to trust God in how we live our lives. These three components would satisfy 
Stenberg, and he might say that we are on our way to having a sustainable relationship. 
We could rightly argue that we are dutiful and faithful to Jesus and represent him in who 
we are and profess to be. Unequivocally, I would say that we understand what it means to 
love Jesus and to be loved by Jesus and have a solid relationship with him. Some might 
suggest that we are friends with Jesus, but I would contest that understanding and hope 
that we are more than friends with Jesus.  
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In the final chapter, I will challenge us to consider what it means to have a 
passion for Jesus, not to just to phileo Jesus, but to eros Jesus, to dare to fall in love with 
Jesus. To discover a love for him that nothing else matters. 
	  142 
Chapter 6:      
Engagement and Becoming the Bride of Christ 
Daring to Fall in Love with God 
In the previous chapter, we discussed the four elements that comprise developing 
a sustainable loving relationship. In this final chapter, we will focus on how can have a 
passion for God as we strive to become the bride of Christ. Let us return to the evaluative 
nature of the relationship by asking questions in regards to our readiness to make a 
commitment to God. Are we prepared to have a committed relationship with God? What 
is the difference between loving God and being in love with him?  
 
From Love to Being In Love 
One of the first signs that reveal that we have moved from love to being in love is 
that we find that our time and energy have shifted, we become unknowingly devoted to 
the person, emotionally, spiritually, and physically. We have a desire that speaks to our 
deepest inner being. The voice that speaks to our inner being is what I call ‘passion’ 
(eros); we cannot rid ourselves of these feelings no matter what. When we love people 
we tend to do and say things out of honor and respect for the other person, i.e., phileó. 
When Venice and I declared our engagement, I knew I loved her. I would do things for 
her out of respect and honor to enhance our relationship and to minimize the challenges 
in her life. Jeff Allen, a Christian comedian, once said, “A happy wife is a happy life!” I 
believe that is what it means to love someone: you do and say things that enhance your 
lives as a couple. Being in love grows out of the fruits of loving one another over time. 
Family therapist Vikki Stark provides a framework to define the nature of loving 
verses what is entailed in being in love. For one to maintain ‘being in love,’ love needs 
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“to be watered, fed, pruned and cared for.”1 Stark’s statement reinforces my perspective 
when I begin premarital counseling and I tell the couple that they aren’t in love, they just 
love the unique and special qualities about one another. I remind them that as they mature 
in their relationship they will grow in love with one another through watering, feeding, 
pruning, and caring for one another. I often share with couples about a time when Venice 
and I began as friends, and that over time we learned to love one another and somewhere 
down the road, we developed a deep passion for one another, we had ‘fallen in love.’ 
(Eros / passion) Over the years of our love affair we call marriage, Venice and I have 
nurtured our relationship by watering, feeding, pruning, and caring for one another 
through all the challenges we have been presented. 
 
Passionate Verses Passion (Eros) 
People are passionate about an array of issues. Just turn on the television or go by 
a stadium or sports complex and you will see passionate individuals. When attending a 
concert, drama performance, or symphony, you have passionate artists and patrons. The 
most passionate fans and patrons will go to extreme lengths to participate or share in the 
experience of that which they are passionate about. Games or concerts become ‘mini’ life 
events. I have had the opportunity to attend the symphony at the Hollywood Bowl. The 
sound and majesty of the symphany echoing through the bowl are an experience. But for 
the passionate patron, it is about the entire experience, from who is conducting the 
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orchestra, to the selection of food for the picnic basket, the proper wine to be served, and 
the location of the seats.  
I am passionate when it comes to anything having to do with the ocean and the 
Los Angeles Kings. I make the distinction between being passionate and passion in that, 
for me, what I am passionate about will not change my life in any way. I may receive joy 
and pleasure from sharing and attending to that which I am passionate about but will it 
impact my life after a few days? No. When I speak of passion, it pertains to something 
that not only changes my life but moves my inner being and has a life-altering impact. 
Specifically, if the Kings and the ocean were to disappear from my life, I would miss 
them, but life would go on and I would discover other gratifying elements about which to 
become passionate. 
When I was in grade school, I picked up a ‘Life Book’ on the ocean and became 
intrigued by everything associated with the ocean and its creatures. I always appreciated 
Jacque Cousteau and the television specials that would reveal his latest oceanic 
discoveries. I have lived in close proximity to the Pacific Ocean for nearly 95% of my 
life. When I was offered the call to serve God in San Pedro, California, I had to pray that 
I was seeking God’s will and not pursuing my passionate love for the ocean.2 I love being 
near the ocean, but I’m not in love. 
I am a passionate fan of the Los Angeles Kings of the NHL. I have followed the 
Kings since 1969. Attending a Kings game can be quite the experience, different from the 
symphony, but an arena filled with passionate die hard Kings fans, donned in their 
favorite jersey, creates excitement. My passionate relationship with the Kings began as a 
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youth growing up behind the ice rink where they held their practices and the backup 
goalie, Gary Edwards, lived on our cul-de-sac. Oftentimes while we were playing street 
hockey, some of Gary’s Kings teammates would come by and talk with us. I have had the 
opportunity to have lunch with Hall of Fame announcer of the Kings Bob Miller and visit 
with the players in the locker room at their practice facility in El Segundo, California. I 
love being a fan of the Kings, but I am not in love. 
I have been in a love affair with God for the past 45 years; that reigns supreme in 
my life. When people hear me talk about my relationship with God, my entire demeanor 
changes and my level of enthusiasm escalates the more I share about who God is in my 
life. I not only know that God loves me, but I am in love with this God who gives himself 
selflessly in order to embrace me and call me his child. I can say unequivocally that I am 
God’s beloved and my passion for God stirs every element in my physical body, often 
causing ‘faith bumps’ to morph all over my skin when I contemplate or share about what 
it means to be in love with God through Jesus the Christ. 
My second passion is for my beloved wife. When I think or talk about my wife, 
my passion for her stirs me from the depths of my being. My wife is a very private 
person, but I am always sharing with anyone who will listen how significant she is to me. 
I often say, “She is all that and a bag of chips.” People do not ask me how long have we 
been together, but rather how long have I been in love? I always tell people that it has 
been a relationship which began as a forced encounter through a church assignment in 
January of 1985, to a friendship, dating, followed by a loving connection and falling in 
love with a relentless passion. What I mean by that is that the love we share mutually has 
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been a daily work in progress and with each day I am more in love with Venice as our 
love and passion grows exponentially. 
 
Passion Cannot Be Forced 
 Deborah Anapol, Ph.D, in her article “What is love, What it is not” states, “Love 
is a force of nature. However much we may want to, we cannot command, demand, or 
take away love, any more than we can command the moon and the stars and the wind and 
the rain to come and go according to our whims.”3 The same can be said for a love 
derived from eros in the manner I have defined previously. Eros gone wild in our culture 
is whimsical and fleeting, but eros as a response to God’s agape becomes a resolute force 
for God through Jesus the Christ.  
In Chapter 2 of Acts, Peter makes the transition from loving Jesus on the Tiberias 
shore to being in love with him. Peter’s passion for Jesus is declared in his sermon at 
Pentecost. He puts the Mediterranean world on notice that the one who denied Jesus and 
did not fully comprehend him on the shore after the resurrection is ready to stand and be 
counted. Peter’s transformation is now presented in his oration to the infant church. No 
longer are there inhibitors for Peter. He has one goal, and that is to declare to the world 
that Jesus is the Christ. Peter is no longer looking down, to the side, or behind him, but 
upward and onward for Christ. Peter is now leading the charge; he has taken the keys of 
the kingdom that Jesus gave him on the shore and is zooming around Jerusalem with an 
eros love for Jesus that he has never exhibited prior to this context. Peter’s brashness and 
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impetuousness have been replaced with confidence, fearlessness, self-assurance, 
forgiveness, and grace. He has begun to become one with the Lord in his intentions, 
actions, trust and passion. 
 
 “Do You Love Me, Peter?”  
 Peter’s transformation is remarkable as well as encouraging for all those who 
desire to be in relationship with Jesus. Permit me to return to the narrative in John 21 for 
a moment, where Jesus asks Peter three times if he loves him. That text has theologically 
haunted and intrigued me in recent years. The Gospel writers and Christian theologians 
for the past two millenniums have held such strong anti-Platonist perspectives that it may 
have influenced how they interpreted this text in John. In verse 15, scholars4 have 
suggested that Jesus was asking Peter if he was prepared to love him more than anything 
in the world. A second time in verse 16, Jesus asks him if he agape him. Each time, Peter 
responds with phileo, a love of respect. Jesus finally concedes that Peter doesn’t 
understand and asks Peter to phileo Jesus, of which Peter confirms. If my premise is 
correct that agape is of God and defines God’s all-encompassing selfless, unconditional 
love, how could Peter respond in the affirmative that he agape Jesus? Jesus redefined 
agape and gave it teeth, flesh, and blood, and, knowing Peter’s history, why would he ask 
Peter to ‘agape’ him?  
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Peter was present when Jesus shared the parables of the bride and bridegroom.5 
Jesus alludes to himself being the bridegroom; was Jesus asking Peter on the beach if he 
was ready to embrace the role of the bride of the bridegroom? At this juncture of the 
narrative, with the time drawing near for Jesus to ascend, Jesus already knew that Peter 
loved (phileó) him. I wonder if his question to Peter is, “Are you prepared to be my bride 
and not just love me, but be in love (eros) with me?” Jesus knows Peter’s future and 
implies this by asking him three times if he loves him. Jesus needs Peter to know that to 
‘take up his cross and follow him,’ he must love Jesus from the depths of his soul. Not a 
love of respect, but a love that is transformative and so profound that others will want to 
fall in love with Jesus as Peter had fallen in love with him. The depth of Peter’s passion 
(eros) love is first exhibited at Pentecost and expressed in his life and actions until his 
death. 
 Peter’s passion for Jesus was a direct result of Jesus watering, feeding, pruning, 
and caring for him throughout his earthly ministry, no encounter more important than the 
narrative on the beach. Peter is no longer a bridesmaid, watching from the sidelines as he 
often did as a disciple; he is “all in,” as the bride of Christ, completely committed to the 
relationship. Peter’s response to Jesus for this stage forward in his ministry is represented 
by the other side of the love coin that I presented in chapters 1 and 2. If agape is on the 
obverse side of the love coin, a love which Scott Peck and myself believe is not humanly 
possible, and the reverse side of the coin is eros, this concept provides us with a glimpse 
into Peter’s transformation and impassioned speeches and actions. Peter has become the 
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beloved of God and responds as the beloved that the author of Song of Songs portrays 
throughout his poems. 
 
Peter Through the Eyes of the Passionate Texts of Song of Songs 
 In Father Andrew M. Greely and Rabbi Jacob Neusner’s text, Common Ground, 
Father Greely reminds us that “the Bible is a love story, often a romance. It is a story of 
an intimate relation between God and his people and then a story of an intimate relation 
between God and the individual person. Often this intimacy is pictured as romantic love, 
a marriage, even a love affair between God and us.”6 As was presented in chapter 2, the 
anti-Platonist influence on how we see, hear, and understand Scripture may prohibit or 
cause us to stumble theologically over such a provocative concept of God. But if we look 
closely at Chapter 20 of the book of Exodus in the Hebrew Scriptures, according to 
Greely, “‘I am YHWH your God… I am a passionate God. I will not have you whoring 
with false gods.”7 This may sound extreme, but if one takes a moment to reflect on 
YHWH’s response to the Hebrew people when they turn to other gods, he considers them 
a whore or harlot in some translations. The prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Micah 
all refer to the sins of Judah and Israel as being the whore. YHWH is extremely 
passionate about his relationship with the Hebrew people. Greely suggests that the word 
‘passionate,’ often translated ‘jealous,’8 has confused and pointed readers from seeing 
YHWH as passionate, yet his actions and responses to the failures of Judah and Israel are 
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those of extreme passion. YHWH cannot envision a relationship with his beloved that 
would encompass any form of infidelity. His love is one of passion, not jealousy, unless 
one were to deduce, ‘a jealous passion.’ 
In the research conducted and the depths I have gone to comprehend what it 
means to have eros love for God, the following comment by Greely conveys my 
frustration with the lack of the use of passion (eros) as a valid concept in developing and 
sustaining our Christian identity in regard to our relationship with God. “Translators are 
frightened by the sexual ambience; it is a heavy price to pay for squeamish prudery 
because we lose the feeling of being the object of passionate tenderness that shaped the 
experience of the Hebrew people at Sinai.”9 I not only concur with Greely because it 
comports to my position, but it speaks to how Christianity has conservatively interpreted 
the more provocative Hebrew texts. These texts, when viewed through a prismatic lens, 
have the potential to provide rays of light that enhance how God loves us and how we as 
his beloved we can love him.  
The poetic metaphors of the Song of Songs depict YHWH’s passion for the 
Hebrew people. Methodist theologian Frances Young, in “Sexuality and Devotion: 
Mystical Readings of the Song of Songs,” provides a perspective from the first century 
referring to the thoughts of Rabbi Aqiba: “The Song of Songs was for Aqiba the Holy of 
Holies because it spoke of the love affair between God and Israel.”10 In studying the 
hermeneutics of the texts within the context of the Hebrew narratives, it is evident that 
the texts are congruent with the nature in which YHWH is relentless in engaging and 
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striving to sustain a relationship with his covenanted chosen people. Song of Songs 
conveys this tradition by utilizing the perspective of YHWH as the lover to his beloved.  
Peter, prior to the experience of Pentecost, had not yet identified with such a 
notion as being God’s beloved. In fact at the end of John’s gospel in Chapter 21, after 
Jesus has given him the keys to the kingdom, he questions the status and presence of the 
beloved disciple.11 When the Holy Spirit descended upon those gathered together at 
Pentecost, lives were transformed, none more than Peter. He had been persistently 
impetuous and passionate about his devotion to Jesus, as indicated by his response to 
Jesus on the seashore, but now he burned with a passion for Jesus that only his death 
would extinguish. From the moment of Pentecost until his death, Peter took on the role of 
the beloved to the lover (Jesus). I would assert that you could place Peter’s name in the 
place of the beloved in the Song of Songs, as it amplifies his profound role as the leader 
of this new young Jewish cult, known as the Way (Acts 19:19, 23). 
 
How to Sustain Being In Love with God 
 I was able to derive a working concept of how to sustain being in love with God 
from the article by psychologist Vikki Stark, who wrote concerning how people fall out 
of being in love.12 The four points she made can be applied in how we nurture our 
relationship with God. Let’s break down those four categories, watering, feeding, 
pruning, and caring, in the following paragraphs. 
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 When we are born, 75-78% of our body weight is comprised of water13 and over 
70% of the earth’s surface is covered by water. Given these two statistics, we can see the 
significance of water. How do we water our relationship with God? In gardening, one of 
the first things one must do when planting new seeds is water around the area where the 
seeds are planted. In the case of watering our relationship with God, depending on one’s 
tradition, it may begin by being baptized or confessing one’s faith in Jesus and the 
watering begins with attending worship services and Bible studies. It is during this 
process that one becomes more familiar with God’s love for them and begins to establish 
a relationship with God. As one returns to the well of God, they begin to grow and are 
ready to be fed and nurtured on a more mature level. At this juncture, one is being 
introduced to God’s love and learning to navigate one’s life around the acceptance of 
God’s love for them.  
 Returning to the metaphor of gardening, it is imperative not to use very much 
fertilizer and plant food initially when planting seeds, but as the seeds begin to mature, 
then nutrients should be applied as necessary. In Hebrews, the writer reminds us that 
there is a time in which we are to be fed and no longer rely solely on milk (water) but 
require food of substance. (Hebrews 5:12-13) It is at this stage that an individual is 
invited to begin to explore what it means for them to love God. There are a myriad of 
opportunities to discover the depth of one’s love for God. When Jesus offered up the 
Great Commandment,14 he provided a tool to engage people of faith to grow in their love 
for him by learning to love others. By ‘feeding’ others, they become the ones being fed, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Anne Marie Helmenstine, Helmenstine, Ph.D., “How Much of The Human Body Is Water?” 
About, 2014, How Much of Your Body Is Water?, accessed October 28, 2014, 
http://chemistry.about.com/od/waterchemistry/f/How-Much-Of-Your-Body-Is-Water.htm. 
14 Matthew 22:37-40. 
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therefore learning to love God. Jesus reinforced this concept with Peter on the beach: 
“Feed my sheep.” I have had the blessing of observing this phenomenon in my own life 
and the lives of the people God has called me to serve.  
 When one of our new folks became part of our community, he asked if he could 
trim the trees on church grounds. I was more than agreeable to his suggestion. He gave 
himself to the mission by spending countless hours of trimming nearly 15 trees. One day 
he came up to me and said, “Pastor, it was in serving others through trimming of the trees 
that I learned humility and an appreciation for God, where I can now say that I love 
Jesus.” One of the greatest means of being fed is by serving others. There are countless 
ways to serve others, many of which have nothing to do with Christianity. Jesus did not 
tell us to only love our Christian neighbors, but all neighbors, with all our heart, soul, and 
mind. Jesus draws upon this concept in his final words to Peter in John 21 when he tells 
him, “Feed my lambs, Tend my sheep, Feed my sheep!” (John 21:15-17) Jesus’ challenge 
to Peter was inaugurated at the feast of Pentecost in Acts 2. 
 One of the most interesting components of gardening is the necessity to prune. I 
enjoy gardening and especially roses. I have planted nearly 20 rose bushes for my wife 
and mother-in-law. One of the keys to having a successful rose garden is that every 
winter they need to be pruned in order to have an abundant blossoming spring. It is a 
thorny project, to say the least, and when I am finished, I wonder if anything will rise 
forth from the pruning. As is nature’s way, every spring we wait with anticipation for the 
first rosebuds. Once I see that the stems are covered in rosebuds, I know it has been 
another successful pruning season. 
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 The same can be said for our relationship with God. In the Genesis narrative we 
are reminded that we too need pruning due to our misguided and sinful ways. I believe it 
is just as thorny for us and God to go through this process as it is to prune rose bushes. If 
we are going to mature in faith, we must acknowledge and be accountable before God 
and one another. The text in 1 John chapter 1 succinctly provides a convenient tool in 
which we can be pruned for growth in our relationship with God.15 When we are 
receptive to being pruned for our personal and faith growth, like a rose in spring, we have 
the opportunity to see our love for God blossom and open and espouse a loving 
fragrance.16 
 The final stage is to care for the relationship we have with God. I would ascertain 
that care is the most pivotal of the four stages if one is to remain in love with God and not 
fall into complacency or fall out of love. To care is not the things I do because one is sick 
or in need, necessarily, but it relates to doing the unexpected when unexpected.  
 The joy and success of my relationships with God and my wife is that I am always 
open to doing and receiving the unexpected. Over the years, I have sought to create 
events in our marriage that we can either build upon or look back on fondly. These events 
often lead to the unexpected. Recently we celebrated our 25th wedding anniversary and 
one of our friends suggested we take the Amtrak train from Seattle to Los Angeles. My 
wife and I decided to be adventurous and fly to Seattle and take the train home. We 
booked a ‘roomette’ for the 36-hour train excursion. When we boarded the train and took 
a gander at the ‘roomette’ we wondered if we had made a gross error and this was going 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 1 John 1:7-10.	  
16 2 Corinthians 2:15-16. 
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to be a trip to forget. The trip to Seattle and the rail ride home was one of the best 
vacations we have ever taken. We made ourselves available to the unexpected and were 
rewarded immeasurably. 
 The same can be said for our faith experience; we need to avail ourselves to the 
unexpected. Twelve years ago, one of the members invited Venice and I to go on a 
spiritual retreat called ‘Cursillo’ for three and a half days, and the condition was that we 
had to go separately. I would go the first weekend and Venice the second. I wasn’t too 
thrilled about going and my wife was having no parts of the adventure initially, but I 
couldn’t go unless she went. Following the two weekends, God did the unexpected in 
each of us, by fortifying our being in love with each other and with God. We availed 
ourselves to the unexpected and the unexpected enveloped each of us in our love for one 
another and God. 
 We need to allow for sparks in our relationship with others and God; that is what 
it means to care for the unexpected. Too often, I hear couples say they have lost the spark 
in their relationship. My response is, “What have you done to create the unexpected in 
your relationship? If you truly care for the other person, you will look for and do the 
unexpected, and then come back and tell me if the spark is gone.”  
 When I look around at the faces in many of the churches I visit, I often wonder if 
they have stopped expecting God to do the unexpected in their faith lives, let alone in the 
ministry where they worship. Throughout the Scriptures, God has done the unexpected. 
God puts the exclamation mark on the doing the unexpected in becoming incarnate in 
Jesus of Nazareth, and then suffering the Passion and turning death on its ear by rising 
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from the dead on the third day. If God could continually do the unexpected throughout 
the biblical narraphor, why can’t we expect God to do the unexpected in our faith lives? 
 To fall in love with God, it is imperative to allow God to water, feed, prune, and 
care for us. In order for that to occur, we have to be open to God to be the gardener of our 
life and faith journey. Isn’t that the perfect metaphor for God, considering that following 
the resurrection, Mary Magdalene presumes Jesus to be the gardener?17 Will we allow 
God to become the gardener in our life so we can dare to fall in love with him?  
 
Conclusion 
 We began with the faith question of how can we as humans respond to the 
ultimate form of agape love exhibited by Jesus the Christ? We established that agape is a 
love that descends or derives from God’s all-encompassing selfless and unconditional 
love for us. The past 2,000 years, Christianity has fostered and taught that as Christians, 
we are to follow the model of the agape love of Jesus, which is a wonderful concept but 
an unrealistic expectation for us as humans to accomplish. From the story that opens up 
the holy Scriptures with the introduction of Adam and Eve, to the disciples, to the 
Apostle Paul and his cohorts, throughout the narraphor of God, we observe the best of 
intentions of God’s faithful continually fall short of the model set forth by Jesus. Jesus is 
the exception; we as humans fail to love as defined and exhibited by Jesus. 
 Reflecting on the three Greek words for love, the choice came between phileó and 
eros. The use of phileó is applicable when considering how one would revere and respect 
who Jesus is and what he accomplished for humankind, but does not succinctly address 
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how one responds to what God has done. When I recovered from open heart surgery and 
I encountered the living God face to face, he reintroduced me to the very passion 
dwelling in my soul for him through Jesus the Christ. Now I questioned how might I 
assist others to be able to have a quest to fall in love with God. As I searched the 
Scriptures and the Greek New Testament, eros, the seldom used word in Christianity and 
the Scriptures, became pivotal in terms of how we as incomplete and sinful individuals 
can respond with passion for all that God has done. As I wrestled with this refuted and 
expelled term by Christianity as a consequence of anti-Platonist sentiment for the past 
2,500 years, it emerged as the missing link in how we might respond to the Passion of 
God in our own human form of passion. Therefore, eros became the logical and 
theological concept to utilize as the reverse side of the love coin. 
 Throughout the narraphor of God, humankind has continuously been invited to be 
in relationship with God. It has been my experience in Christianity over the past 40 years 
that Christianity has aligned the theology of our relationship with God metaphorically. 
Many Christians, both lay and clergy, speak passionately about their relationship with 
Jesus the Christ, but how would Christianity be impacted if we delved into striving to 
have a quantitative and qualitative relationship with God through Jesus as we would with 
another person? 
 I suggested that we establish a relationship that would evolve as we evolve as 
humans and our understanding of God’s love continually evolves. I believe that we must 
take seriously the opportunity afforded us by Jesus to have a living, thriving relationship, 
filled with a love (eros) that will enable us to not just love God, but to nurture that love, 
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in order to fall in love with the God who was in love with us even before we were 
created. 
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Appendix 1 
 Stage 1: Dating: the man and the woman1 
 Stage 2: Commitment, the pair draws the circle of commitment around their 
relationship 
Stage 3: Intimacy, the pair fills the circle of commitment with intimate knowing 
and love 
 Stage 4: Building a life, the pair draws the square, grounds their vision in 
physical reality 
Stage 5: Integrating the shadow, the pair stuck in the square must integrate the 
shadow, rise upward 
 Stage 6: Renewal, the pair draws the upward pointing triangle of higher 
aspiration, transcendence 
Stage 7: Completion, sustainability, flourishing, the pair draws the larger circle of 
completion, sustainability, and flourishing around their relationship, engages in 
the great workThe Soul Mates Model’s Seven Stages and Their Tasks2 
Stage 1: Dating 
• Find an appealing partner who is interested, willing, and capable to meet 
needs not only physically and emotionally, but also intellectually, 
ideologically, and spiritually 
Stage 2: Commitment 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Luisa Batthyany De La Lama, Luis De La Lama, and Ariana Wittgenstein, “The Soul Mates 
Model,” The Soul Mates Model, June 27, 2012, Table 1 Correlating the Soul Mates Model to Maier’s 
Pictogram, accessed August 30, 2014, http://tfj.sagepub.com/content/20/3/283. 
2 Luisa Batthyany De La Lama, Luis De La Lama, and Ariana Wittgenstein, “The Soul Mates 
Model,” The Soul Mates Model, June 27, 2012, Table 2 The Soul Mates Model’s Seven Stages and Their 
Tracks, accessed August 30, 2014, http://tfj.sagepub.com/content/20/3/288. 
160 
 
• Reciprocally commit to an exclusive relationship 
• Begin to develop the relationship’s internal locus of control (What are we 
about? What do we want to be about?) 
• Create the relationship vision, mission, and goals 
• Balance the autonomy and togetherness drives and the stability and 
developmental/growth drives 
Stage 3: Intimacy 
• Develop intimacy of body, emotions, mind, meaning, spirituality, and self-
transcendence 
• Develop the interactive field by exploring and mapping each other’s inner 
worlds 
• Engage in self-reflection, critical self-revelation to the partner 
• Build meaning by trying events in the landscape of action to the landscape of 
identity 
 
Stage 4: Building a Life 
• Secure survival, build a home, and create a family 
• Learn to make adaptive life, relationship, and family building and sustaining 
choices 
• Explore the outer world individually and jointly, process these experiences by 
reflecting and critically reflecting on these experiences individually and 
jointly to create “positive entanglement,” further develop the interactive field, 
and strengthen the relationship’s internal locus of control 
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• Build the relationship’s culture and emotional coherence through couple and 
family activities, symbols, and rituals 
Stage 5: Integrating the Shadow, Rising from the Square 
• Reframe emotional stalemate and meaninglessness as developmental crisis 
calling for inner work 
• Disentangle from distracting and counterproductive ideologies and 
unexamined cultural beliefs 
• Take an existential stance, forgiving self, partner, others, and life at large 
• Address and treat psychological dysfunctions, seek professional help where 
needed 
• Free energy and resources by letting go of physical, emotional, conceptual, 
and ideological baggage 
• Start to focus on a cause greater than self and family to serve individually and 
jointly 
 
Stage 6: Renewal 
• Focus on serving a cause greater than self and family, individually and jointly 
• Follow main tenets of posttraumatic growth: Reevaluate close relationships, 
philosophy of life, and spirituality. Reevaluate relationship vision, mission, 
and goals 
• Rebuild the interactive field with new awareness, content, love, and care 
• Reevaluate resources and devises a new path for individual and joint action 
• If spiritual or religious, renew spiritual practice 
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Stage 7: Soul Mating Completion, Flourishing and Sustainability 
• Apply the strengths and skills developed in earlier stages to ensure the 
relationship’s long-term success, sustainability, and flourishing  
• Deliberately direct body/actions, emotions, mind, and creativity away from 
what is unwanted, toward what is desired and wanted in the present and in the 
future 
• Continue to serve a cause greater than self and family to participate in the 
great work and leave a legacy3 
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